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In the stultifying world of politics it is
rare to find anything remotely inspir
ing. But Eastern Europeans’ recent
surge to freedom has hit the Richter
scale with such force as to make the
California quake seem like a minor
rumble. Only a hardened cynic could
resist cheering the triumph of these
oppressed people.
Equally inspiring—though with
far fewer photo opportunities—has
been the USSR’s recent admission
that its military presence in Afghanis
tan has violated Soviet law as well as
international standards of conduct.
How often since the invention of the
modern nation state has a country
come forth with such a frank con
fession?
Imagine how different things
would be now if the U.S. government
had admitted that its military pres
ence in Vietnam had violated U.S. law
and international standards of con
duct. If that had happened then
maybe today we wouldn’t be involved
in yet more butchery in El Salvador.
The same spirit of candor might
make us look at our domestic life dif
ferently. We presently are engaged in
a crack, pot, war on drugs that we
can’t win. Such flaming radicals as
George Shultz, Milton Friedman, and
William F. Buckley have admitted as
much.
Addiction is a social and psy
chological, not a chemical, disease.
We ought to be confronting the spiri

Fifty-five percent of us support man
tual, emotional, and economic depri
datory drug testing for all Americans.
vation that causes addiction. That
Eighty-two percent are for enlisting
means providing all people with
the military in the war on drugs, and
meaningful employment, low cost
83% favor reporting suspected drug
housing, and a chance to restore a
users to the police even if it’s their
sense of community to their lives.
own families. An Orwellian hysteria
Between August 1 and Septem
of frightening proportions is under
ber 13, the three television networks
combined with the New York Times
way.
The Germans flooding west are
and Washington Post to produce 347
looking for, and many will certainly
pieces of reporting on the “ drug cri
find, political freedom and economic
sis.” Few if any of these reports told
you that 50% of our crack users are
opportunity. Yet behind the alluring
suburbanites. No one told you that 9
portrait of capitalist society painted
by the media lies a spiritual vacuum
out of 10 first time cigarette smokers
that is at the heart of our substance
become addicted as compared to 1
abuse. A culture that places material
out of 6 first time cocaine users.
rewards above all others is unable to
J n 1988, Am erican hospitals
counted 3,308 deaths attributed to
find the will to make the dream all
inclusive. The materialist culture cre
cocaine, as opposed to 390,000
ates a poverty of the spirit.
deaths in some way attributed to the
use of tobacco and 100,000 deaths
Shop 'til you drop is not a motto
to build your community around. We
directly related to the excessive use
are 4% of the globe’s population yet
of alcohol. If drugs are a scourge,
then alcohol and tobacco must be
we produce 25% of its pollutants and
30% of its garbage. The planet would
nothing short of a full-scale plague.
The jingoistic tone of reporting
be a science fiction nightmare if the
rest of the world adopted our habits.
about the war on drugs comes at a
time when our national religion is
If we aspire to matching the Rus
sians’ candor we’d better ’fess up to
coming unraveled. Seventy percent of
an environmental felony and begin to
Americans define ourselves as anti
communists, far more than any other
use the ingenuity that put a man on
the moon to build an environmentally
common binding characteristic. In
comparison only 49% define our
sound economy that doesn’t leave
selves as religious. A drug-crazed
anyone out of the picture. Once down
that path we’d find many other walls
apocalypse, supposedly emanating
come tumbling down.
from the black inner city, is fast be
— Lenny Dee
coming our new national religion.
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BY GORE VIDAL

■ ■ HEREHASNOTBEEN

a political debate in the United States since
the one that ended with the Japanese attack
onPearl Harbor. FromSeptember 1939toDe
cember 7,1941, theruling class of theUnited

States was split between those who
would join the Allies in their war
against Hitler and those who would
stay out. For three years there was
fierce argument in Congress, the
press, the schools. At my school,
Exeter, there was a sharp division be
tween the isolationists, known as
America Firsters, and the interven
tionists. True to the populist tradition
in which I was brought up, I was isola
tionist. Then, or as Lincoln once so
bleakly put it, and the war came; and I
enlisted in the Army, age 17.
Since the victory of 1945, the
United States, as befits the leader of
something called “ the free world,”
has fought open and unsuccessful
wars in Korea and Vietnam; and rela
tively covert wars in Cambodia, Laos,
the Caribbean, C entral America,
Africa, Chile, the Middle East, etc. In
almost every case, our overwhelming
commitment to freedom, democracy
and human rights has required us to
support those regimes that would
deny freedom , d e m o cra cy and
human rights to their own people. We
justify our affection for fascist (or, to
be cozy, authoritarian) regimes be
cause each and every one of them is a
misty-eyed convert to our national

Voices of dissent are either
blacked out or marginalized.
religion, which is anticommunism.
Then, once our dictator is in place, we
echo Andy Hardy: Hey, kids, let’s put
on an e lection! And so, in the
presence of cold-eyed avatars of
Tammany and Daley, our general
does.
To their credit, our rulers don’t
often bore us with tortured rational
izations or theological nit-picking.
They don’t have to. Since we have no
political parties and no opposition
media, there is always a semblance
of “ consensus” for these wars. Con
gress funds the Pentagon, which
then responds to the national secur-

ity state’s directives to overthrow an
Arbenz here or a Sihanouk there or—
why not?—devastate a neutral coun
try like Laos to show how tall we can
stand in all our marvelously incredi
ble credibility. Voices of dissent are
either blacked out or marginalized,
while known apostates of the na
tional religion are either demonized
or trivialized. Meanwhile, no one has
noticed that the national security
state, in its zeal to bring the national
religion to all nations, has now
deprived us of our original holy text—
our Old Testament—the Constitu
tion.
Every war that we have fought
since 1945 has been by executive (or
National Security Council) order.
Since only Congress may declare
war, these wars have all been in viola
tion of the Constitution. To the House
of Representatives was assigned,
uniquely, the power of the purse. But,
in thrall to those religious wars that
we forever fight, our debts are now so
great that Congress dares not pre
pare a proper budget. So the power of
the purse has been replaced by a
ridiculous formula, involving a blind
arbitrary cutting of the budget should
Federal waste exceed a certain ar
bitrary figure. Although the most m ili
tant of our national religionists enjoy
calling themselves conservatives,
they have not managed to conserve
either the letter or the spirit of the Old
Testament.

OR SOME TINE KNOWL-

edgeable foreigners have found it dif
ficult to talk about much of anything
to Americans because we appear to
know so little about much of any
thing. History of any kind is a closed
book to us. Geography is no longer
taught in most public schools. For
eign languages make everyone’s
head ache—anyway, they all know

CUETHEGRE
Art by Frank Gaard
Design by Diana Boger
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The corporate grip on opinion
in the U.S. is one of the wonders
of the Western world.
English. As for politics, that’s simple:
It’s either us (what the silver-tongued
felon Spiro Agnew, or his wordsmith
William Satire, so memorably dubbed
“ the greatest nation in the country” )
or them—foreigners who envy us our
vast choice of detergents, our free
dom to repeat as loudly as we want
the national prayers, our alabaster
cities to which v we tell ourselves, they
can’t wait to emigrate. On the other
hand, the average American, when it
comes to his own welfare, is very
shrewd indeed. He knows that we are
in an economic decline and that our
quality of life, though better than that
of Russia (all that really matters, our
priests hum softly) is noticeably
lousy. But the reasons for our decline
are never made clear because the
corporate ownership of the country
has absolute control of the populist
pulpit—“ the media” —as well as of
the schoolroom.
David Hume’s celebrated 1758
Of the First Principles of Government
has never been more to the point than
now:
Nothing appears more surprising to
those, who consider human affairs
with a philosophical eye than the
easiness with which the many are
governed by the few, and the im plicit
submission with which men resign
their own sentiments and passions to
those of their rulers. When we inquire
by what means this wonder is effect
ed, we shall find that, as Force is
always on the side of the governed,
the governors have nothing to sup
port them but opinions. It is, there
fore, on opinion only that government
is founded, and this maxim extends
to the m ost despotic and m ost
military governments as well as to
the most free and most popular.
The corporate grip on opinion in
the United States is one of the won

Corporate America enjoys the
freedom to make money without
the slightest accountability
to those they are killing.
ders of the Western world. No First
World country has ever managed to
eliminate so entirely from its media
all objectivity—much less dissent. Of
course, it is possible for any citizen
with time to spare, and a canny eye,
to work out what is actually going on,
but for the many there is no time, and
the network news is the only news
even though it may not be news at all
but only a series of flashing fictions
intended, like the avowed commer
cials, to keep docile huddled masses,
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keep avid for products addled con
sumers.
I seldom watch television. But
when I do set out to twirl the dial, it is
usually on Sunday, when our cor
porate rulers address us from their
cathode pulpit. Seedy Washington
journalists, sharp-eyed government
officials who could not dispose of a
brand-new car in Spokane, think-tank
employees, etiolated from too long
residence ’ neath fla t rocks, and
always, always, Henry Kissinger,
whose destruction of so many Asians
and their once-charming real estate
won him a prize for peace from the
ironists of outer Europe. The level of
the chat on those programs is about
as low as it is possible to get without
actually serving the viewers gin. The
opinion expressed ranges from con
servative to reactionary to joyous
neofascist. There is even, in William
Satire, an uncloseted anti-Gentile.
I was once placed between two
waxworks on a program where one of
the pair was solemnly identified as a
“ liberal” ; appropriately, he seemed to
have been dead for some time, while
the conservative had all the vivacity
of someone on speed. For half an
hour it is the custom of this duo to
“ crossfire” cliches of the sort that
would have got them laughed out of
the Golden Branch Debating Society
at Exeter. On air, I identified the con
servative as a liberal and vice versa.
The conservative fell into the trap.
“ No, no!” he hyperventilated. “ I’m the
conservative!” (What on earth they
think these two words mean no one
will ever know.) It was the liberal who
got the point; from beyond, as it were,
the tomb he moaned, “ He’s putting
us on.”

l

HAVE BEEN INVOLVED

in television since the early 1950s,
when it ceased to be a novelty and
became the principal agent for the
sim ultaneous m arketing of con
sumer goods and of national security
state opinion. Although I thought I
knew quite a bit about the ins and
outs of the medium, I now know a lot
more, thanks to Ben H. Bagdikian’s
The Media Monopoly (“ second edi
tio n . co m p le te ly updated & ex
panded” ) and Manufacturing Con
sent, a study of “ the political econ
omy of the mass media,” by Edward
S. Herman and Noam Chomsky.
These two studies demonstrate ex
actly how the few manipulate opin
ion. To begin with: The average Amer
ican household keeps the set throb
bing seven hours a day. This means
the average American has watched
350,000 commercials by age 17. Since
most opinion is now controlled by
twenty-nine corporations—due to be
at least one fewer if Time-Warner or
Paramount-Time or, most chilling of
all, Nation-Time comes to pass, one
can then identify those twenty-nine
C.E.O.s as a sort of politburo or col
lege of cardinals, in strict charge of
what the people should and should

not know. They also select the Presi
dents and the Congresses or, to be
precise, they determine what the poli
ticians may talk about at election
tim e—that famed agenda that never
includes the interesting detail that, in
peacetime, more than two-thirds of
the Federal revenue goes to war [see
Vidal, “ How to Take Back Our Coun
try,” The Nation, June 4, 1988],
Although AIDSf can be discussed as a
means of hitting out at unpopular
minorities, the true epidemic can
never be discussed: the fact that
every fourth American now alive will
die of cancer. This catastrophe is well
kept from the public by the tobacco
companies, the nuclear power com
panies (with their bungled waste dis
posal) and other industries that
poison the earth so that corporate
America may enjoy the freedom to
make money without the slightest ac
countability to those they are killing.

*HE INVENTIONOF THE

talk show on television was, at first, a
most promising development. Admit
tedly, no one very radical would ever
be allowed on, but a fair range of opi
nion could be heard; particularly as
the Vietnam War began to go bad. On
the original Today show, Hugh Downs
and I would talk off and on for an hour
as news, weather, com m ercials
floated lazily by. But Hazel Bishop, an
obscure lipstick company, changed
all that. The firm began running com
mercials not linked to specific pro
grams and it was soon determined
that the thirty-second commercial
duplicates exactly the attention span
of the average viewer. Therefore, no
in-depth interview can last for more
than seven minutes; three minutes is
considered optim um . Recently, I
fo u n d m y s e lf c o n fr o n tin g th e
amiable Pat Sajak. I was all set to do
what I think of as my inventing-thewheel-in-seven-minutes (why what’s
wrong is wrong and what to do) when
my energy level crashed. I did say
that if you wanted to know what the
ownership of the country wants you
to know, tune in to Nightline and
listen to Ted Koppel and his guests.
The effect of this bit of information
must have been surreal. Since no
voices other than those of the nation
al consensus are heard, how could a
viewer know that there are any other
viewpoints? I was made aware of the
iron rules in 1968, when William F.
Buckley Jr. and I had our first live chat
on ABC at the Republican Conven
tion in Miami Beach. I was billed as
the conservative; he as the pro-crypto
—or was it the other way around?
Anyway, we were hired to play the
opinion game in order to divert the
audience from the issues. Buckley
Junior’s idea of a truly deep in-depth
political discussion is precisely that
of corporate America’s. First, the
Democrat must say that the election
of a Republican will lead to a depres
sion. Then the Republican will joy
ously say, Ahhahhhhh, but the Demo
crats always lead us into war! After a
few minutes of this, my attention
span snapped. I said that there was
no difference at all between the two
parties because the same corpo
rations paid for both, usually with tax
payers’ money, tithed, as it were, from
the faithful and then given to “ de
fense,” which in turn passes it on to
those candidates who will defend the
faith. With that bit of news for the na
tional audience I revealed myself not
only as an apostate to the national
religion; I came close to revealing

what I really am: a dedicated anti
anticommunist, a category far more
vile to the true believer than a mere
Communist. Although my encounters
with Buckley Junior got ABC its high
est ratings, I was seen no more at
election time. Last year, Peter Jen
nings proposed to ABC that, for old
times’ sake, it might be a good idea to
have me on. “ No,” he was told, “ He’ll
just be outrageous.”

IN

1972 THE FUTURE SU-

preme Court Justice Lewis Powell
wrote the U.S. Chamber of Commerce
proposing that they “ buy the top aca
demic reputations in the country to
add credibility to corporate studies
and give business a stronger voice on
the c a m p u s e s .” One w onders,
Stronger than what? But the advice
was taken. Also, as corollary, keep off
prime-time television those who do
not support corporate America. Dur
ing the 1960s and early 1970s I used,
once a year, to do a “ state of the
union” analysis on David Susskind’s
non-network, non-prime-time televi
sion program. Many people watched.
In the summer before the 1976 presi
dential election, Susskind wanted to
produce a series of one-hour inter
views with the twenty or so leading
candidates of the two parties. For
one hour I would question each can
didate about politics, history, eco
nomics—whatever came up. Since I
favored no candidate and neither par
ty, I could not be said to be partisan.
PBS agreed that this sort of program
was precisely why PBS had been
founded and funded. All the candi
dates, save President Ford, affected
delight. As we prepared for the first
program, the head of PBS affiliate
WNET, Jay Iselin, canceled the series
without explanation. Then the intrep
id producer, Hillard Elkins, took over.
He had “ a good relationship” with
Home Box Office, which was “ hungry
for product.” HBO manifested delight
in having its hunger so cheaply sated.
Then, just before the first taping,
Andrew Heiskell, the overall capo of
Time-Life-HBO, canceled us. In due
course, I was advised that it was not
in the national (that is, corporate) in
terest for so many expensive presi
dential candidates to be questioned
by me In a—what was the phrase?—
“ nonstructured form at.” Now, of
course, with the megacorporate own
ership of the media becoming more
and more concentrated in fewer and
fewer hands, structure is total, in
deed totalitarian, and the candidates
can no longer be discerned through
the heavy blizzard of thirty-second
spots.
C urrently, the p rin c ip a l d is 
penser of the national religion is Ted
Koppel, a very smooth bishop indeed.
Fairness & Accuracy In R e portingnoble, doomed enterprise— had a
study made of just who appeared as
Koppel’s guests during a forty-month
period from 1985 to 1988. White male
establishment types predominated.
Henry Kissinger (Koppel’s guru and a
longtime cardinal in the national
security state’s curia) and Alexander
Haig (by his own admission, in one of
many moments of confusion at the
White House, “ a vicar” ) each ap
peared fourteen times, the maximum
for any guest. Yet the cardinal’s views
on almost any subject are already
known to anyone who might be inter
ested in looking at Nightline, while
Haig’s opinions have never interested
anybody in the course of a long busy
career climbing ladders so that he

could be close to those with power in
order—to be close to them. The next
two champ guests, weighing in at
twelve appearances each, were the
mendacious Elliott Abrams (Koppel
assumes that although Abrams will
lie to Congress, he won’t lie to Kop
pel) and Jerry Falwell, a certified
voice of God whose dolorous appear
ance suggests a deep, almost per
sonal grief that the Thirteenth and
Fourteenth Amendments to the Con
stitution are not yet repealed. Most of
the other guests are hired guns for
the national security state.
The Koppel explanation for this
bizarre repertory company is that,
well, they are the folks who are run
ning the country and so that’s why
they’re on. Well, yes, Ted, that is why
they’re on, but there are other more
interesting and more learned—even
disinterested—voices in the land
and, in theory, they should be heard,
too. But theory is not practice in brav
ery’s home. Of semidissenters, only
Jesse Jackson and Studs Terkel have
been honored with solo interviews
with the bishop, who insists, by the
way, that the guest face not him but a
camera in another room, preferably in
another city, with an earphone but no
m o n ito r. G ood te le v is io n oneupmanship.
To my amazement, just before
M ikhail Gorbachev spoke at the
United Nations, on December 7,1988,
I was asked to contribute a tiny
prerecorded (and thus easily edited)
cameo. I suppose that I was asked
because I had attended Gorbachev’s
famous antinuclear forum in Moscow
two years earlier. I spoke to a camera.
I predicted, accurately, that Gorba
chev would say that Russia was uni
laterally disarming, and that we were
now dangerously close to peace. To
the question What will the United
States do without The Enemy?—a
pretty daring question from those
whose livelihood depends on the
demonizing of Russia and Commu
nism—I said that, thanks to televi
sion, a new demon can be quickly in
stalled. Currently, the Arabs are being
thoroughly demonized by the Israel
lobby while the Japanese are being,
somewhat more nervously, demon
ized by elements of the corporate
state. But neither will do as a long
term devil because the Arabs are too
numerous (and have too much oil)
while the Japanese will simply order
us to stop it; should we disobey them,
they will buy the networks and show
us many hours of the soothing tea
ceremony. I suggested that the new
devil will be the threat to our ecosphere, and the new world god,
Green. None of this was used, of
course, but a man who w rite s
Russians-Are-Coming thrillers was
show n, fro w n in g w ith in te n s e
anguish at, What, what! does it all
mean? Because you godda be real
careful with these guys. Fine show,
Ted.

■H E UNLOVED AMERICAN
empire is now drifting into history on
a sea of red ink, as I predicted in
these pages on January 11,1986 [“ Re
quiem for the American Empire” ], to
the fury of the few and the bewilder
ment of the many. Thanks to money
wasted in support of the national reli
gion, our quality of life is dire, and
although our political institutions
work smoothly for the few, the many
hate them; hence the necessity of
every corporate candidate for Presi
dent to run against the government,

which is, of course, the corporate
sta te —good fun. In due course,
something on the order of the ethnic
rebellions in the Soviet Union or even
of the people’s uprising in China will
take place here. Too few have ripped
off too many for too long. Opinion
can no longer disguise the contradic
tion at the heart of conservative
corporate opinion. The corporate few
are free to do what they will to cus
tomers and environment while the
many are losing their freedoms at a
rapid rate. The Supreme Court, the
holy office of the national religion, in
upholding the principle of preventive
detention, got rid of due process two
years ago, and now the Court is bus
ily working its way through the Bill of
Rights, producing, as it goes, a series
of bright, crackling autos-da-fe,
among them not only the hectic flag
but children and mental defectives.
Significantly, our prison popula
tio n is now among the w o rld ’s
largest. Certainly, it is right up there,
per capita, with the Soviet Union and
the Republic of South Africa. Now the
few are proposing that if the war
budget is to be, tragically, reduced,
the army camps—perfect symbolism
—can be used to house our criminal
population, particularly weak-fibered
drug users. Thus do the few now
declare open war on the many, as
millions of citizens are now liable to
m andatory blood, urine and liedetector tests, while an electronic
bracelet has been invented that will
make it possible.to track its wearer
wherever he goes. Theoretically, half
a nation can now monitor the move
ments of the other half. Better we
enslave ourselves, the priests chant,
than they do.
Lately, the language of govern
ment, always revealing, grows more
and more fierce and commanding
(due to so many wars lost? so much
money wasted?), and military meta
phors abound as czars lead all-out
wars on drugs. Yet, at the risk of caus
ing both offense and embarrassment
among even the not-so-faithful, I feel
obliged to say that I do not accept the
authority of any state—much less
one founded as was ours upon the
free fulfillm ent of each citizen—
to forbid me, or anyone, the use of
drugs, cigarettes, alcohol, sex with a
consenting partner or, if one is a
woman, the right to an abortion. I
take these rights to be absolute and
should the few persist in their efforts
to dominate the private lives of the
many, I recommend force as a means

History of any kind
is a closed book to us.
of changing their minds.
Meanwhile, let us hope that
opinion will respond to recent events.
For instance, despite m illions of
dollars spent in the last presidential
election on trying—successfully—to
obscure every political issue while
dem onstratin g— unsuccessfully—
that there was a dramatic difference
between Dukakis and Bush, 50 per
cent of the American electorate
refused to vote. When a majority boy
cotts a political system, its days are
numbered. The many are now ready
for a change. The few are demoral
ized. Fortunately, the Messiah is at
hand: the Green God. Everyone on
earth now worships him. Soon there
will be a worldwide Green movement,
and the establishment of a worldwide
state, which the few will take over,
thus enslaving us all while forgetting
to save the planet. That is the worst
case scenario. The best? Let the
many create a new few.

Reprinted with permission from The Na
tion (August 7/14,1989).
Gore Vidal is a world renowned author.
Frank Gaard is a co-founder of Art Police
and has been active in the Twin Cities
community for twenty years.
Diana Boger recentlymoved to the Twin
Cities from Washington, D.C. where she
worked as an illustrator, designer and
typographer.
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Dr. Alim Muhammed is a physician in
Washington, DC, and also national spokesman
for the Nation of Islam, headed by the
controversial Louis Farrakhan.
In the following interview, conducted at Dr.
Muhammed’s clinic in northeast Washington’s
Paradise Manor public housing project, we
talked about the ‘dopebuster” program and the
voluntary, self-reliant Muslim effort to culturally
revitalize their community
M /
Why has there suddenly
been an explosion of concern over
drugs in Washington, DC? Is the level
of violence new? Is it because of
crack? How is the current situation
different from 10 years ago?
Dr. Alim Muhammed/ The
difference is that the tremendous
problem of drugs has come to the
notice of white America.
The Nation of Islam has long
recognized drugs as a severe problem
in our communities. For nearly 30
years, we have had a very successful
rehabilitation program for individuals
caught in the clutches of drugs.
Additionally, however, I think that
the introduction of crack cocaine has
made a qualitative difference in drug
abuse and drug addiction. Because it
is cheap, 100 percent
addictive, and
causes
\
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profound paranoia, depression and
bouts of violent behavior in the
individuals who use it, crack has
amplified the crime and violence that
accompanies the use of all drugs.
Crack is also very alarming from a
medical point of view. I would argue
that crack is incompatible with life.
The crack user is not only likely to be
involved in violence and homicide, but
the drug itself is lethal.
As a physician, I have come in
contact with heroin addicts and
alcoholics who can describe a twentyand thirty-year history of addiction.
But with crack, it is clear that the user
will be dead in two, three or fouf
years—if not from the devastating
physiological affects, then from the
violence associated with the crack
trade.
In the Washington, DC area we

have seen an evolution over the past
few years. There has been a
significant decrease in the heroin
using population, and, while the drug
of choice six years ago was PCP, it is
now crack. Crack is all that’s out there
today.
Q

/ What is the difference

between the Nation of Islam’s drug
rehabilitation and education program
and Nancy Reagan’s Just Say No
campaign or Drug Czar William
Bennett’s proposal for more prisons
and boot camp?
Muhammed/ Our approach
works. And it works because we
realize that drug abuse is rooted in a
spiritual hunger. Millions of people are
missing something in their lives. The
churches and the schools have failed
to fill this void. And, in many cases,
the families have failed to provide a
spiritual foundation on which an
individual can begin to build a healthy
life. So, those who hunger seek an
artificial high jn drugs—a respite from
a life drained of meaning.
Furthermore, for the black
community, this lack of a spiritual
foundation is compounded by the lack
of economic opportunity. In some
inner-city areas, unemployment
among black youth is as high as 60
percent. These young men have the
same aspirations for living the good
life as everybody else, but they just
don’t have the career options or the ,
education. So, the drug trade is

their upward mobility path.
Q

/ Do you see drugs as the

nexus between racial discrimination,
crime and violence?
Muhammed/ If we will not pay to
educate, train and provide jobs for our
troubled black youth, then we will pay
another way. The drug-related crime
and violence, and even the spread of
AIDS by addicts, is America’s
reckoning for its past: It is this
country's day of judgment for the
neglect of black America. But all these
things are now beginning to plague the
society in general, making the civilized
life we all desire impossible.
Q

/

Nearly two decades ago,

black nationalists argued for cultural
integrity, but against integration. They
argued that integration would break up
the wholeness of the black community
by allowing those who could get out of
the ghetto—small-businessmen, the
educated, the employed—to escape,
leaving behind a concentration of poor
blacks that didn’t have the wherewithal
to make it.
Haven’t the nationalists’ fears
come to pass?
Muhammed/ I think that their
fears about integration have proven to
be true. In some respects, the doors of
opportunity were opened, but only
those who were qualified to go through
those doors actually did so. In fact,
those who became middle
class left the inner-city
areas to

languish—without leadership,
institutions, hope or an agenda. In
your terms, the inner-city was left
without wholeness and integrity.
And, of course, the black middle
class has not found utopia through
integration. I think we will see a return
of the black middle class to their roots
in the black community because they
are not finding the acceptance they
once thought they would among their
white colleagues.
Q

/ Is the basic agenda of the

Muslims to restore cultural integrity to
the black community as the bulwark
against drugs and other social
problems?
Muhammed/ Yes. Starting with
the individual and the family, the black
community needs to be rebuilt. It
needs to be rebuilt economically,
spiritually, psychologically and
educationally.
The Nation of Islam faces up to
_ the devastating effect of four centuries
of slavery. We have no illusions about
what happened to the black family. It
was destroyed.
Our approach is to rebuild the
total individual. .We don’t attack the
drug problem, for example, as a mass
phenomenon. We realize that the key
to community development is the selfaffirmation and self-improvement of
individuals—one by one, two by two,
family by family, the black community
must be rebuilt. While each effort
seems insignificant, the cumulative
effect over the decades, I would argue,
has been more effective than all the
mass programs financed by the
government and other social agencies.
Even though Drug Czar
Bennett talks about restoring moral
authority, do you think his approach
can be effective?
Muhammed/ I think Bennett
wants to restore social order, not
moral authority. He is a law and order
man who is not particularly interested
in social justice, economic opportunity
or elevating the life of people caught in
the web of drugs and violence. He
wants safe streets.
Despite his rhetoric about
restoring parental authority, his
only solution is to warehouse
tens of thousands of young
black males who he views as
the cause of all the problems.
He wants them off the
streets.
Ultimately, this approach
is going to lead to a
society that
resembles South
Africa. Already, Washington,
DC has the highest
incarceration rate for black males
of any urban area outside South
Africa. Out of a population of 200,000
black males in Washington, DC,
more than 10,000 of them are
incarcerated. Almost all of those
incarcerated are under 30 years of
age and about 70 percent have been
jailed for drug-related offenses.
Obviously, building more prisons
will not solve the problem. So, the
Nation of Islam looks at what it will
take to make these young, black men
productive and civil members of
society.
We must face up to the fact that

If we will not pay to educate,
train and provide jobs for our
troubled black youth, then we
will pay another way.
society at large has failed to provide
these young people with the proper
avenues for development.. As a
consequence, they have gotten
involved in drugs and related criminal
activity. Because many are just as
unsuccessful at that kind of activity as
they were in other areas, they end up
in jail.
Q

/ It seems what you are really

saying is that police force can’t
substitute for restoration of moral
authority, which, in the last analysis,
must come from within the individual
and from within the black community.
The government simply cannot weave
integrity back into the black
community.
Muhammed/ I think you are right.
That is why the Nation of Islam can be
one of the brightest of President
Bush’s thousand points of
light—voluntary organizations who
deal with America’s problems without
reliance on government. The Bush
Administration must come to terms
with our successful track record in
putting what you call "integrity” back
into the black community. We have
given people honor and self-respect;
promoted self-help and self-reliance;
made people productive and
interested in learning; helped people to
become entrepreneurs and to go into
business; and, we have put families
back together by making men and
women responsible, law-abiding
members of the community.
When the force for these things
comes from within the individual, it
works. It cannot be implanted, or
enforced from without. Decades of
government programs have proven the
failure of that type of approach.
Q

/

In practical terms, just

what kind of programs accomplish
these objectives?
Muhammed/ We have regular
Womanhood and Manhood Training
classes for young men and women.
We teach these young people their
responsibilities to themselves as selfrespecting individuals, as well as their
responsibilities to their families and
their community. We teach them
everything: hygiene, how to take care
of their clothing, shine their shoes,
apply for and keep a job, how to pay
bills on time, etc.
In the larger society, many of
these things are simply taken for
granted. But in the poor black
community, with our legacy of slavery,
who has there been to teach
mothering skills? In many cases, our
women have been more involved in

raising other people’s children than in
raising their own.
Further, who has there been to
teach fathering skills to the children as
they grow up? What model has a
black male had for being a father and
a husband, if his own father was
absent from the household?
So many of these fundamental
parenting skills, family skills, are just
missing and, as far as I can see, no
one other than the Nation of Islam
wants to begin reforming the poor
black community at this basic level.
We take people where we find
them. Then, with humility in the
manner of Jesus washing his disciples
feet, we help people do the things they
are unable to do for themselves.
Q

/ What about your

“dopebuster” program in the northeast
section of Washington, DC? How did
it begin?
Muhammed/ About a year ago
we were invited by the residents of the
Mayfair Mansions and Paradise Manor
public housing projects to help them
put an end to the drug siege, which
had overtaken them in the previous
two years. They noticed that when
followers of the Nation of Islam came
through the projects selling their
newspaper, The Final Call, it had a
chilling effect on the drug activity.
We met with the tenant council
and management of Mayfair Mansions
and developed the idea of patrolling
the area on a regular basis. We
began the program on April 18th of
last year, the first day of
Ramadan—the traditional month of
fasting in the Islamic world.
That first day, we confronted
approximately 300 people who were
milling around at Mayfair Mansions,
buying and selling drugs in what is
called an “open-air market.” People
would just hang out in the
breezeways, the porches and the
parking lots. Customers would drive in
off the 295 freeway, swing into the
parking lot, buy some drugs and drive
away again.
A group of us went up to the
milling crowd and let it be known we
were from the Nation of Islam and that
we were there to restore order to the
community. We asked who were and
were not residents of the project. Of
course, almost none of them were
residents. We told the non-residents
they would have to leave the premises
and we escorted them to the
perimeter.
There was instant respect and
just about universal compliance,
because the Muslims have a certain
moral authority in the black

community. There was no resistance
except for two individuals who came
back a little later, one with a sawed-off
shotgun and the other a handgun. But
we managed to take the guns from
them, gave them a little spanking and
held them until the police came.
Within the first week after we shut
down the drug trading, we identified
eight crack houses in Mayfair
Mansions and several more at
Paradise Manor. With the cooperation
of the management, the marshall’s
office and the housing authorities, we
obtained eight evictions in three days.
Once those crack house were shut
down, the drug traffic in the area
evaporated.
So, what we have created in
these public housing projects is a
drug-free environment. Because it is
drug free, it is also virtually crime free.
We work very closely with the police,
who now only have to patrol here once
or twice a day. In the last year, there
has been only one serious crime—a
domestic homicide.
Q

/ What have you done on

the rehabilitation and treatment side?
Muhammed/ We took the
apartments opened up by the evictions
and transformed them into what one
could call “treatment” centers, where
we walk and talk the addicts through
withdrawal. As soon as we started
doing that, of course, more and more
people began coming to us for help.
Over the last six months, we have had
more than 40 individuals who have
come to us for help, including Louis
Farrakhan’s son, Joshua—most of
them trying to get off crack. So far,
only three of them have failed to really
turn around.
Q

/ Are these individuals

kicking drugs as part of a religious
conversion to Islam, or is it something
less religiously specific?
Muhammed/ Most people who
went through the program didn’t
convert to Islam. We were simply able
to give them something they sorely
needed, which can be summed up in
the phrase “knowledge of self”: who
they are, where they come from, their
purpose in life.
Q

/

Kind of like Alcoholics

Anonymous?
Muhammed/ Yes. And if we can
extend our short-term success into the
long term, we can really begin to have
an impact. The health commissioner
of Washington, DC, for example, finds
our program much more effective as a
model than the old drug rehabilitation
programs designed 20 years ago to
deal with heroin.
But our treatment principle can be
applied in any city. It is not race
specific or religion-specific. It simply
requires a dedication to the universal
principle of self-affirmation.
This interview was first published
in the summer 89 issue of New
Perspectives Quarterly.
Ann Morgan is a Twin Cities artist.
Eric Walljasper is a Twin Cities art
director.

Muslim Dopebusters
The Brightest Point of Light
Art hy Ann Morgan, Design by Eric Walljasper
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The New Materialism
Managing Materials as if
Matter Matters
By David Morris

T

he toxic waste crisis,

the garbage crisis,
the greenhouse effect,
ra in , ozone d e p le tio n ,
groundwater pollution, are
all symptoms o f the same
disease: our m isuse o f
materials.

In the last decade a powerful
worldwide environmental movement
has forced every level of government,
from cities to the United Nations, to
re-examine, and begin to change, the
rules governing materials extraction,
processing and disposal. As we
change the rules, we alter the under
lying economics for much of our
economy.
"Everything is connected to
everything else,” is the credo of the
ecology movement. Banning leaded
gasoline created a billion gallon a
year market for ethanol, which, in
turn increased the price corn farmers
received from 10-40 cents a bushel.
Curtailing land dumping of garbage
hiked the cost of disposal 5-10 fold
and transformed a tiny, voluntary,
community based recycling move
ment into a global enterprise.
If we seriously try to reduce
atmospheric carbon dioxide buildup,
we may witness the most dramatic
change of all. Carbon based mate
rials represent 85 percent of our fuels
and perhaps 50 percent of all non
food materials. In 1987 an interna
tional accord called for a 20 percent
reduction of CO2 emissions by the
year 2005. The U.S. is not a signatory,
but in 1989 Oregon’s legislature re
quired its Department of Energy to
develop a specific plan to achieve
that goal.
We cannot predict the specific
environmental regulations that will
be enacted over the next decade, but
we can predict their general impact.
Each time we raise the cost of waste
we increase the value of efficiency
and recycling. Each time we regulate
acid rain or greenhouse emissions,
we make plant matter, which con
tains very little sulfur and absorbs
carbon dioxide as it matures, more at
tractive as both a fuel and industrial
material.
While changes in the external
regulatory environment raise the cost
of the traditional way of doing things,
te ch n o lo g ica l advances make it
increasingly feasible to change the
way we do things. We can now take a
molecule of almost any material and,
through processing, impart to it prop
erties previously unique to a very few
m aterials. Auto parts previously
made only from steel or aluminum
can now be made from oil-based plas
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tics or sand-based ceramics. Auto
motive fuels previously made only
from fossil fuels can now be made
from plant matter. Industries that pre
acid
viously used only a small amount of
scrap can now make high quality pro
ducts using 50 percent, or even 100
percent used materials.

fo llo w in g w aste m anagem ent
practices are in order of pref
erence: 1) waste reduction and
reuse, 2) waste recycling and yard
waste composting, 3) resource
recovery through mixed municipal
solid waste composting or inciner
ation, and 4) land disposal.”

Only 4% o f the globes population,
we produce 2 5 % o f its pollutants
and over 30% o f its garbage.
These unprecedented changes
in the regulatory and technological
environments concerning materials
offer a unique challenge for state
government. States that anticipate
these changes can reap significant
rewards. They can simultaneously
clean up their own environments, and
strengthen their internal economies.
They can nurture new products and
services that will become attractive
exports as other parts of the country
and world also adapt to the rules of
the new age.
There is another reason for act
ing first. Americans consume twice
as much fuels and industrial mate
rials as Western Europe and Japan,
and almost ten times the planetary
average. Only 4 percent of the globe’s
population, we produce 25 percent of
its pollutants and over 30 percent of
its garbage. If the rest of the world
adopted our habits, the planet would
quickly become uninhabitable. Yet
this is exactly what developing coun
tries hope to do. They will be unlikely
to heed our warnings of impending
catastrophe if we ourselves do not
dramatically change our consump
tion habits.
This combination of carrot and
stick should prompt Minnesota to
develop a coherent and comprehen
sive materials policy that combines
economic and environmental objec
tives.
In the last 12 months we have
moved in the right direction.
1. Last May the Public Utilities Com
mission, on the basis of “ widening
evidence of the environmental ef
fects of acid rain and global warm
ing,” declared “ increased e ffi
ciency in the use of energy” to be
“ critical.” It is designing new regu
latory procedures to encourage
utilities to pursue energy conser
vation as aggressively as they tra
d itio n a lly develop new power
sources.
2. In 1989 the state legislature, for
the first time, also declared: “ The
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3. With regard to plant matter, state
tax credits have encouraged eth
anol production. Various research
ers are devising ways to convert
lignin and starch into plastics. The
state has several fast growing tree
plantations. State government has
assisted state institutions to con
vert to wood energy.
These steps, however, fall far
short of a comprehensive policy.
State and regional agencies project
another 10-15 percent increase in per
capita consumption of electricity and
an equal increase in per capita gar
bage generation by the end of the
century. The recent legislative ses
sion established a 30 percent state

fuels. Slight improvements in effi
ciency or recycling are insufficient if
we increase our consumption even
faster. Modest increases in vehicle ef
ficiency, for example, can be over
whelmed by major increases in the
number of miles driven.
Second, we need a Materials
Czar who can vigorously promote
these goals. Such a person must cut
a c ro s s an o fte n fra g m e n te d
adm inistrative structure inherited
from a different era. Today the sanita
tion department has no connection to
the public u tility agency or the
economic development department.
The Public U tilities Com m ission
regulates only one component of fuel
use— electricity. No agency regu
lates non-electrical use, although
building codes and some pollution
regulations affect such use.
Plant matter harvested in 1-2
years, as a matter of tradition, is
under the jurisdiction of the Depart
ment of Agriculture (DOA). Plant mat
ter that matures over 10 years is
under the Department of Natural
Resources (DNR), as is vegetation
that promotes wildlife. The Pollution
C ontrol Agency (PCA) regulates
waste disposal although a subset of
this, solid waste, is also regulated by
counties and cities. The Department
of Trade and Economic Development
(DTED), Office of Waste Management
(OWM), A g ric u ltu ra l U tiliz a tio n
Research Institutes (AURI) and other

I f the rest o f the world
adopted our habits, the planet
would quickly become uninhabitable.

wide recycling goal by 1993. That im
plies accepting two-thirds of our
used materials being burned or landfilled. Two more ethanol plants may
soon join the Marshall plant, but even
with the proposed expansions, in
state ethanol will be able to provide
only 3-4 percent of the state’s trans
portation fuel needs by the early
1990s. State support for fast growing
tree plantations is modest. NSP
abandoned its support for wood fired
electricity in early 1988.

What should be done?
First, we need to formally adopt
two objectives o f state policy: reduc
tion in our per capita consumption of
virgin materials; and a dramatic shift
from a reliance on hydrocarbons or
fossil fuels to carbohydrates or living

agencies provide financing for raw
material processing and distribution
enterprises. Their specific jurisdic
tions are still evolving.
A first task will be to develop
benchmarks to evaluate the progress
we are making toward our objectives.
How efficient are we? What portion
of our fuels comes from direct solar
energy, or the stored solar energy of
plants? How much are we recycling?
What is our per capita consumption
of materials?

What is Possible?
Energy Efficiency In 1976 a
typical Minneapolis-Saint Paul home
used 154 million btus for heating, the
equivalent to 7.5 tons of oil. In 1984
the same size house needed only 3.5

Design by Julie Baugnet

tons to achieve the same com fort
levels. Refrigerators became 50 per
cent more efficient, as did autom o
biles during a sim ilar period. More
rigorous building codes and federal
legislation concerning appliance and
automobile efficiency were the prin
cipal spurs to these improvements.
Yet these advances only scratch
the surface of the possible. The U.S.
O ffice of Technology Assessm ent
estimates that by the year 2000, cars
could average 51-78 mpg. Several pro
totype four passenger vehicles al
ready achieve a combined city/highway efficiency over 70 mpg. In June
1989 the EPA recommended 40 mpg
standard for all new cars by the year
2000.
Sim ply by substituting the best
available furnaces and appliances
we could save on average half our
household energy. More than twothirds of our fuel could be saved by
substituting the m ost sophisticated
existing technologies.

A 1987 study determined that M in n e s o ta .could c o s t-e ffe c tiv e ly
reduce electric consum ption by 52 percent. The potential may be even greater.

The Potential for Energy Efficiency

(kwh)
Product

Best
Available

Estimated CostEffective Potential

Savings
Potential (%)

1100
2900

750
1800

200-400
900-1200

87
75

3500
750
750

1600
700
700

1000-1500
400-500
400-500

75
50
50

250
50

200
40

100-150
25-30

63
64

Avg. New Model
In Use Average

1500
Refrigerator
3600
Central A/C
Electric water
heater
4000
Electric range 800
730
Gas furnace*
Gas water
heater*
270
70
Gas range*
*ln therms

Source: Howard S. Geller, "Energy Efficient Appliances: Performance, Issues and Policy
Options.” IEEE Technology and Society Magazine. March 1986

These lofty p ossibilities notw ith
standing, energy co nsu m p tion in
M innesota is expected to increase. In
1988, for the first tim e in 15 years,
ve hicle fuel e ffic ie n c y w orsened.
Electric conservation programs have
had relatively little impact on growth
rates. Per capita electric consump
tion increased from 6180 kwh in 1970
to 8800 kwh in 1980 to 9580 kwh in
1986 and is projected to increase
another 15-20 percent by the end of
the century.
Northern States Power (NSP),
which sells more than 55 percent of
all e le c tric ity sold in M innesota,
reduced consum ption by some 130
GWH per year through its conserva
tion efforts in the period 1982-1987.
During the same period NSP custom 
ers increased electricity consum p
tion by about 4,000 GWH. NSP pro
je c ts a co nsu m p tion increase of
10,000 GWH by 1998; conservation ef
forts w ill offset only 500 GWH of this
increase.
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Additional jobs are created if the
materials are processed within state
borders.

Recycling It appears technic
ally feasible to recycle over 80 per
cent of our household materials and
even a greater proportion of our com
mercial wastes. Several small cities
have achieved 50 percent recycling/
composting rates. Seattle has estab
lished a 60 percent recycling goal.

Job Creation in Minnesota
(100% Waste Handled in Each Strategy)

Type of Strategy
Recycling and
Composting
Landfilling
Incineration

Garbage Generation and Recovery
In the Twin Cities

(Tons)

H

Garbage Generation

□

Garbage Disposal

0

Recycling/Composting

Per capita garbage generation
has been increasing in the Twin
Cities in the 1980s (the figures for
1990 are estimates). But recently the
increases in materials recovery (i.e.
recycling and composting) have sur
passed the increases in garbage gen
eration. In 1990 for the first time, a
m a jo r re d u c tio n sh o u ld occur,
assum ing sig n ifica n t com pliance
with the law that requires yard waste
to be composted. This reduction in
the amount of materials destroyed
(i.e. incinerated or landfilled) may,
however, be outstripped if our expo
nential increase in generation con
tinues.
The amount of materials col
lected is a good indication of the
potential for virgin materials reduc
tion, but it does not necessarily tell
you what that reduction is. That
depends on the recovered materials’
ultimate destination.
The highest form of recycling is
re-use. This avoids almost 100 per
cent of the pollution and materials re
quired. Several Minnesota dairies, for
example, offer refillable milk bottles
that can be re-used 50-100 times.
Each re-use multiplies the savings.
The next best use for used mate
rials is to recycle them back into their
original form: glass bottles into bot
tles, newspapers into newspapers.
This saves 20-90 percent of the virgin
materials required to produce the
product in the first place.
The worst way to recycle is to
transform the material: glassphalt,
plastic lumber, paper into compost.
We can reduce our use of virgin
m aterials substantially if we em
phasize re-use and practice primary
recycling whenever possible. The lat
ter becomes more and more possible
as manufacturers learn to use higher
percentages of scrap in their produc
tion process. At the beginning of the
1980s glass mills used only about 20
percent cullet or scrap glass. Today
they can use 70 percent and at least
one mill has operated with 100 per
cent scrap. Steel mills based on 100
percent scrap have captured 30 per
cent of the national steel market in
the last 20 years. Several 100 percent
newsprint-to-newsprint m ills now
operate.
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A comprehensive materials policy is
an effective economic development strategy.
Plant Matter Do we have suf
ficient land for a plant based econ
omy? That depends on our con
su m p tio n h a b its. A ssum ing no
improvements in current transporta
tion efficiencies, 100 percent of
Minnesota’s existing corn crop could
provide an 85 percent ethanol blend
in all vehicles. This also assumes cur
rent process technology. The growth
of the ethanol market can be ex
pected to spur marked improvements
in corn to ethanol conversion effi
ciencies. Alternative crops will com
pete with corn. For example, based
on research by the Minnesota com
pany, Sorgo, Inc., sweet sorghum
would require only half the acreage of
corn, or about 3 million acres.
Assuming present electric de
mand projections, Minnesota’s 13
million acres of forests could supply
only 75 percent of the demand. With
much higher efficiency, and fast
growing tree plantations, only 5 mil
lion acres would be needed. (For com
parison, Minnesota’s conservation
reserve program alone contained
about 2 million acres in mid 1989,
although only 3 percent were planted
in trees.)
_
Acreage Needed to Fuel Minnesota Vehicles
with 85% Ethanol and
Minnesota Power Plants with 100% Wood

H

1988 Acreage

■

Based on Current Trends

£3

Assuming High Efficiency

What Will It Cost?
To accelerate the future we will
need to raise the price we pay for
many goods and services. One might
justify this additional expenditure as
simply paying the true cost of these
goods and services. Environmental
and social costs have long been ig
nored when the market determines
its price. When we prohibited land
disposal of garbage we raised the
price of disposal by as much as 900
percent in the Twin Cities area. This
was the true cost of disposal once we
became unwilling to subsidize gar
bage disposal practices by accepting
polluted groundwater.
Nevertheless, it is also true that
these higher prices will constitute
true out-of-pocket expenses. Should
we impose these additional direct
monetary costs on ourselves before
others do? This may constitute the
core of the political debate on the
issue.
These price increases may be
relatively modest and short-lived.
Even today wood-fired electricity is
only slightly more expensive than
coal-fired electricity. We would also
expect to see production costs
decline as industries mature. The
wholesale price of ethanol, excluding
tax benefits, is about 50 cents a gal
lon more than gasoline today, but
pilot plant data promises a reduction
in ethanol’s production cost while
gasoline becomes more expensive as
oil companies try to reformulate their
hydrocarbon blends to make them
less polluting.
Our modestly higher prices may
also create significant indirect bene
fits to the state economy.
A ssum e th a t re c y c lin g is
somewhat more expensive than in
cineration. What do we get for the dif
ference in price? For every 600 tons of
garbage landfilled, about .4 jobs are
created. This rises to 1 job if the
material is recycled and falls to .05
jobs if the material is incinerated.

Direct Jobs
Created
6,358
2,543
318

Assume that wood is more
expensive than coal or oil. What do
we get for the higher price? For every
$1 spent for petroleum an additional
34 cents in economic activity is gen
erated in Minnesota. For every $1
spent for biomass energy, an addi
tional $1.50 in economic activity is
generated in the state. Given its im
ported nature, coal would probably
have a multiplier similar to petro
leum. Thus for every $1 million spent
on fuelwood, $1.5 million in additional
economic activity occurs in Minne
sota. For every $1 million spent for
coal, only $340,000 in additional eco
nomic activity is generated.
Assume that wood and ethanol
are more expensive than competing
fuels. The high cost of transporting
plant m atter encourages modest
sized ethanol refineries and woodfired power plants. The scale of these
processing units strengthens rural
econom ies. When evaluatin g a
switch to plant matter, one must in
clude the attractiveness of locally
based, perhaps cooperatively owned
ventures that retain a high portion of
the flow of money within the area.
The Marshall based Minnesota Corn
Processors is an interesting model.
Six years ago the original basis dif
ference between the price of corn in
Marshall and at the Chicago Board of
Trade was 60 cents. Southwestern
Minnesota is landlocked, far from the
Mississippi River. Today the differ
ence is 20 cents. Farmer members
may be receiving as much as 40 cents
more per bushel than if this nearby
p ro c e s s in g f a c ilit y w ere n o t
operating.

The Materials Czar
The Materials Czar would be
responsible for coordinating and
spurring the following activities.

1. Promoting an internal mar
k et. A s c ra p based e co n o m y
demands a large, reliable supply of
used materials. To accomplish this
we would impose a moratorium on
further incineration and introduce
statewide mandatory recycling. If the
proposed Winona and Dakota Coun
ties incinerators come on-line they
could reduce the amount of used
materials available to attract scrap
based manufacturers by more than
350,000 tons.

The fewer materials available for
manufacturers, the more we will tend
to export our used materials rather
than process them here. This would
penalize us in two ways. First, we
would lose the powerful lobbying
force that scrap-based m anufac
turers would have on expanded recy
cling. Second, we would lose the
value-added of the scrap. A ton of
scrap paper may sell for $20 while a
ton of pulp sells for $600 and printing
paper for $1000. That additional value
translates into higher paying jobs, a
higher beneficial multiplier effect on
other domestic businesses, and re
search and development budgets
that can effect still further technolog
ical innovation.
To enable re-use and recycling
the state should also analyze packag
ing. Denmark requires uniform con
tainer sizes. Saint Paul and Minne
apolis will ban squeezable ketchup
bottles because they have multiple
resins that make the product almost
impossible to recycle.
To create an internal market for
the used materials, state and local
governments, as well as major cor
porations, should develop procure
ment policies that demand products
with a very high scrap content. When
the demand is not within the direct
procurement authority of government
it may be encouraged through legis
lative action. In 1989 Connecticut, for
example, required state newspapers
to contain increasing levels of s^rap
newsprint, starting with 30 percent in
1993 and rising to over 70 percent by
1997.
With respect to ethanol, all state
and local government cars should be
required to use a 10 percent blend. To
day that is the maximum blend per
mitted, but according to the Renew
able Energy A ssociation, current
engines could use a 20 percent blend.
Minnesota should gather the operat
ing data that w ill allow federal
approval for this increase.
To comply with recent regula
tions in Los Angeles, vehicle manu
facturers will have to produce mil
lions of cars, trucks and busses
fueled by electricity, methanol, etha
nol or natural gas. Federal legislation
has been introduced to require this
nationwide. Minnesota should piggy
back on these efforts and demand
that a certain number of such cars be
offered for sale in this state.
The outcome of the competition
between natural gas based methanol
and plant matter based ethanol may
be determined by the rigor of the air
pollution regulations in the state. In
1987 the Denver metropolitan area re
quired all fuel sold in the winter
months to contain at least 1.5 percent
oxygen to reduce pollution. The sec
ond year Denver raised the required
oxygen content to 2 percent. If this
were raised to 3 percent, ethanol,
with a higher oxygen content than

methanol, would become the prefer
red additive. If the state were to take
action to encourage CO2 reduction,
this would also favor ethanol over
methanol because methanol does
not reduce CO 2 em issions while
ethanol reduces them by up to 30 per
cent per mile driven.
With respect to wood, the state
could immediately initiate a massive
tree planting program, simply as a
measure to reduce statewide carbon
dioxide em issions. As the trees
mature, we could phase in a s tiff car
bon emissions tax. This would raise
the demand for wood energy in all its
forms (direct wood combustion, gasi
fication, liquefaction) compared to
fossil fuels as the supply to meet that
demand comes on-line.

2. Developing non-traditional
strategies that break out of exist
ing bureaucratic divisions. In 1989
the PUC agreed with Commissioner
David Moskovitz of the Maine Public
Utility Commission that under pre
sent utility regulations, “ The sad fact
is that even zero-cost conservation is
strongly against a utility’s own finan
cial interests.” It has begun to design
new regulations that would encour
age energy utilities to finance effi
ciency improvements by using the
savings from avoiding the construc
tion of new power plants and trans
mission lines.
But utilities are not organiza
tionally designed to promote effi
ciency. Their historical mandate was
to plan for the worst demand situa
tion. Their personnel is oriented
toward thinking of supply and trans
m ission alte rn a tive s. Therefore,
while the state should continue to
develop regulations that integrate
efficiency into u tility planning it
should also examine other financing
mechanisms. A 15 year, $1 billion
state bond, perhaps offered directly
to its own citizenry, could finance a
rapid upgrading of existing ineffi
cient physical stock, from refrigera
tors to furnaces to cars to poorly
insulated homes and be repaid from
the energy savings.

3. Creating an export market.
This can be done through the conven
tional channel of the World Trade
Center and the Department of Trade
and Economic Development. The
materials revolution that affects Min
nesota also affects, or will affect,
much of the world. Thus businesses
and technologies nurtured in Minne
sota may find a ready market else
where. Techniques developed else
where could also be licensed by
Minnesota manufacturers.

4. Advocating changes in
federal policy that reinforce the
same policy objectives pursued
by Minnesota. The rules that Wash
ington sets can undermine Minne-

By living within a planetary
materials budget we can become
a model planetary citizen.

Minnesota lacks a comprehensive
materials policy commensurate with
the level o f worldwide concern
about planetary pollution.
sota’s actions or they can vastly mul
tiply the markets available. Clean air
regulations, utility regulations, ap
pliance efficiency standards, federal
procurement standards with respect
to recycling, as well as tax incentives
and even transportation policies, will
greatly impact.
For example, in late 1988, the
EPA told the W isconsin Electric
Power Corporation its proposed Port
Washington power plant renovation
was subject to the strict air pollution
standards of new plants. Wisconsin
Electric planned to spend about $71
m illion to replace cracked steam
drums and for routine maintenance
but meeting the tougher standards
could cost $800 million. If required to
meet the tough new standards, mas
sive conversions to wood might take
place.
Of the 821 coal burning plants,
360 are smaller than 200 megawatts
and most of those are over 35 years
old. Similarly, if a carbon tax were im
posed on power plants, wood would
become extremely attractive. By one
estimate, a 400 MW(e) coal fired
power plant would add about 22 mil
lion tons of carbon to the atmosphere
over its 30 year life. A plant that was
fueled from existing forests would
add only 7 million tons and a plant
fueled from fast growing tree planta
tions would actually remove a million
tons of carbon from the atmosphere
over its life.
Some federal agencies and inde
pendent organizations are calling for
a carbon emissions tax to slow glo
bal warming. Worldwatch Institute
recommends a $50 tax per ton of car
bon emissions. EPA suggests a $29 a
ton tax on coal. Either one would
make wood extremely competitive
with coal. One recent calculation by a
Minnesota company concluded that
a 400 megawatt coal fired plant
would generate over its life some 20
million tons of carbon while a wood
fired plant fueled from fast growing
tree p la n ta tio n s w ould a c tu a lly
remove a million tons of carbon from
the atmosphere over its life.
Ethanol is presently competitive
only because of a combined federal
and state tax exemption equivalent
to over 60 cents per gallon. However,
according to one Department of Agri
culture study, a fourfold increase in
ethanol consumption, to 3.4 billion
gallons, would raise prices sufficient
ly to reduce farm support payments
by $5.9 billion. This translates into
more than 80 cents per additional
gallon of ethanol, more than offset
ting the 60 cents federal excise tax
exemption. Thus promoting ethanol
through federal environmental poli
cies would save the nation’s taxpay
ers 20 cents a gallon.

Conclusion
Despite a strong environmental
sensitivity, Minnesota lacks a com
prehensive materials policy commen
surate with the level of worldwide
concern about planetary pollution.
The state projects an increase in the
per capita consumption of energy and
generation of solid waste. More than
90 percent of the fuels used in the
state are imported; more than one
third of the grains grown in the state
are exported in raw form.
As public policy internalizes the
true costs of environmental pollution
on garbage disposal, electric genera
tion and vehicle transportation, it
changes the comparative economics
of various materials and material
processes. A comprehensive mate
rials policy is an effective economic
development strategy.

It strengthens the state econ
omy many ways. It nurtures a domes
tic engineering, scientific and busi
ness capacity that can export new
technologies to other states and
c o u n trie s a ffe c te d by s im ila r
changes in the external regulatory
environment. In the long term, it will
reduce our overall cost of handling
materials. In the short term it can be
the basis for new export industries,
p ro d u c ts
fin a l
in
w h e th e r
(e.g.,degradable plastics or industrial
particleboard) or production pro
ce sse s (e.g., w ood p la n ta tio n
harve stin g e q uipm en t or sw eet
sorghum storage techniques).
Finally, such a policy has a psy
chological reward. By living within a
planetary materials budget we can
become a model planetary citizen.
The knowledge we create by doing so
can become an export that streng
thens the state economy. The pride
we feel by doing so may be just as
important and rewarding.
The potential is extraordinary.
The philosophy of recycling, effi
ciency and increasing our use of
plant matter have recently achieved
legal status in Minnesota. In some
cases what is necessary is simply a
manyfold expansion of existing activ
ities. In other areas policy changes
would be needed. It is a huge under
taking. It would be so much more
effective if we were not to tackle it in
reactive and piecemeal fashion but
could instead develop a statewide
consensus on its need, and design an
aggressive, comprehensive program
to move ahead.

COMMENTS
By John Velin, Director
Legislative Commission on
Minnesota Resources
The paper by David Morris pro
vides thoughtful insights and chal
lenges conventional thinking about
the way we live and work. This com
mentary will attempt to place some of
the suggested ideas into context and
suggest some of the practical lim ita
tions for the initiatives. The intent is
to further the dialogue, not to debunk
the ideas.
Leadership requires planning
with a vision. Someone has said that
planning is the process of inventing
the future, then designing the steps
to implement that vision. Mr. Morris
addresses a wide range of govern
ment and private sector activities.
He suggests a coherent and
comprehensive materials policy. The
first practical observation is that few
if any programs in America have ever
been truly comprehensive, even with
subjects of a smaller range. The tradi
tion of an autonomous private sector
mitigates against a truly coordinated
effort at comprehensive action. The
private sector, through marketplace
action presently determines mate
rials policy through the exchange of
goods and services. The role of gov
ernment is and has been, to steer ac
tion. Government does not mandate
action until or unless a clear and
present danger is perceived by policy
makers. Changing the structure of
government organization, by reorgan
izing the U tilities Commission or
other so called fragmented organiza
tions, would only accomplish a cosClinton St. Q uarterly— Winter, 1989-90
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metic change. Only when the funda
mental purpose of an organization is
changed would there be a result like
that projected.
The reason that government is
organized into separate functioning
departments has to do more with the
reality of human ability than with any
public policy determination. We frag
ment ourselves into various units
simply because, without some dis
creet boundaries of responsibility,
the mission of a group of workers
would be so abstract as to be mean
ingless in terms of daily work prod
uct. For example, when and where
was the sanitation department ever
connected to the public u tilitie s
agency or to the economic develop
ment department? If it didn’t happen
in a simpler time, is it unusual to ex
pect different organization in these
more complex times? A mega organi
zation would quickly find itself sorted
in to d is c re e t co m p a rtm e n ts of
responsibility and task, whether the
creators intended this or not. This by
human nature, not insubordination.
The suggested materials czar would
still confront this phenomenon as a
daily reality. The answer probably lies
more in the realm of designing the
missions of agencies more carefully
and evaluating their progress against
measurable standards.
Another reality which provides a
barrier is the arduous process of con
vincing consumers to change their
market demands. Mr. Morris points
out the several benefits of ethanol,
both in terms of environmental ef
fects and the state economy. Yet,
m^py consumers do not want ethanol
in their automobile because they still
believe the engine will not work well.
Why should they burn ethanol, which
would produce many effects external
to their lives, and take the risk that
their second largest life investment
will be threatened? This parallels the
thinking which occurred during the
last oil shortage. Namely everyone
tried to get as much gas as they
could, rather than suffer, by making
adjustments, for the greater good.
Eventually, price in the market cre
ated conservation the government
could only dream about.
Waste reduction and reuse is
now the highest policy priority. The in
creasing cost of garbage fees could
provide an incentive to people to
reduce their waste, but only to a cer
tain extent. The cost of waste to an
individual household is still, after
many increases and a new tax com
ing into play, a relatively small part of
their budget. The benefits of waste
reduction seem very remote to most
consumers, except of course those
who drink water tainted by a leaky
landfill or who suffer other effects
from incineration. For many people in
rural areas, creating their own dump
is a faster cheaper and more effective
short term solution. How will society
ever know about those dumps? Recy
cling appears attractive to one who
seriously studies the situation. But
who will buy the product and for what
will it be used? In the case of re u s e reuses for what and by whom? Can
the consumer trust that a product, in
its reuse form, will perform as expect
ed? The marketplace has not identi
fied these actors nor answered these
questions yet.
The horns of a dilemma seem to
protrude into this picture. But there
are some things government can do
towards the suggested ends. Mostly
they fall into the arena of doing the
research and demonstration that the
marketplace is unlikely or unwilling
to do, taking some risks against the
large possible gains. Washington
does not have to be the leader. Minne
sota can lead. But only if the citizens
are willing to put up with the difficulty
entailed in being first and progres
sive. Some failures will occur. There
may be the appearance of wasted
money if apparently good ideas don’t
pan out. If the citizens can be in
formed of the choices and provided
with solid and practical information
for daily decision making, then at
least the proposed changes have a
chance. Without the will of the peo
ple, good ideas will wither on the vine.
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By The Minnesota
State Planning Agency
In October 1987, the World Com
mission on Environment and Devel
opment, chaired by Prime Minister
Brundtland of Norway, presented a
report entitled Our Common Future:
Seizing the Opportunity to the United
N ations General Assembly. Two
years later, it appears that the poten
tial exists for the approach recom
mended in the report to become a
megatrend which is the basis of poli
cies worldwide.
The Commission calls for a
“ new era of environmentally sound
economic growth.” This new growth,
the Commission argues, must be
based on preserving our environment
and natural resource base for future
generations. All development must
be (1) environmentally sound and (2)
economically sustainable. The Com
mission also concludes that govern
ments must become “ directly respon
sible for ensuring that their policies,
programs, and budgets support de
velopment that is economically and
ecologically sustainable.”
These conclusions require our
attention. Whether called a “ materi
als policy,” as David Morris refers to
it, or “ sustainable development,” as
the World Commission on Environ
ment and Development calls it, we
must look to ways in Minnesota to
assure that development occurs in a
way that preserves our environment
and natural resources. We have the
opportunity to make ecologically sus
tainable development a major thrust
of the State of Minnesota, placing the
state in a leadership role within the
nation.
We are in a unique position to
take advantage of this opportunity
because Minnesota has long recog
nized the importance of a co-existence of the goals of environmental
protection and economic growth and
encouraged government agencies to
work cooperatively toward this end.
Morris points out several examples,
but there are many more, ranging
from “ e nvironm en tally sensitive
energy plannin g” e ffo rts of the
Department of Public Service to the
proactive effort to structure an envi
ronmentally acceptable permitting
process for precious metal mining in
Minnesota.
The need in Minnesota, however,
is not for a “ materials czar” to over
see this approach. There is an ade
quate institutional structure in place.
For example, it clearly would be with
in the S tate Planning A gency’s
authority to provide a focus for eco
logically sustainable development
w ithin the state. Rather than an
organizational solution, a public con
sensus that this is the policy direc
tion which the state must take is
needed.
Unfortunately, this consensus
may be difficult.
Industry has reasons to be sus
picious about this policy direction.
Industry might be expected to be very
cautious because of the fear of fur
ther environmental regulation. How
ever, there are also reasons for indus
try to be enthusiastic:

• Environmentally sound plants are
efficient plants, especially when
what was previously considered
waste can be reprocessed and sold
for profit. Environmental concerns
can become reasons to locate in a
state. Further, industry is coming to
realize that the cost of pollution
control, lia b ility exposure, and
clean-up is prohibitive; pollution
prevention is a cheaper option.
• Environm ental technology is a
business opportunity. The EPA esti
mates that the environmental mar
ket is $50 billion today and could
rise to $200 billion by 2000. The
environmental market is expected
to be one of the most important
venture capital areas of the 1990s.
This suggests a major opportunity
for bringing the recently created
Greater Minnesota Corporation
together with the environmental
community to find opportunities
for improving environmental pro
tection technology.
And, it is not clear that environ
mentalists will be willing to accept a
policy of ecologically sensitive devel
opment, since it implies the accep
tance of developm ent. The by
product of development is usually
some degree of pollution. However,
environmentalists have much to gain.
Such a policy thrust for the state
would clearly define environmental
protection as a central policy objec
tive with respect to economic devel
opment; not as an add-on or an after
thought.
The concerns of environmental
ists are reflected in the recent calls
for moratoriums until all environ
mental questions are answered. This
is repeated by Morris. The desires of
those who argue for this approach
are sim p listic and disingenuous.
They forsake the opportunity to
assure that development be encour
aged within our history of strict envi
ronmental regulation.
Against this back drop of diver
gent perspectives the need to estab
lish a consensus reoccurs; and the
problem of how to establish that con
sensus remains. The building of the
required public consensus must be
founded upon a common public
understanding of the environment,
the economy and how they are inter
related. This public literacy is unfor
tunately lacking. In particular, we as a
state and nation are for the most part
environmentally undereducated.
Elevating the level of environ
mental literacy is a fundamental pre
requisite to implementing the policy
changes required to design and
implement environmentally sound,
sustainable development. An impos
sible task? Not at all. In fact, the cost
and time required to develop an in
formed citizenry, capable of directing
a policy of environmentally sound
development, is likely to be consider
ably less than the costs associated
with regulating business and indus
try and c le a n in g up p o llu te d
resources.
A com prehensive system of
environmental education would have
to concern itself with both formal and
in form al education. The form al
system would center on the K-12 pub
lic education system, would be inte
grated into existing curriculum, and
would be mandatory. Such a system
would teach all students how to think
about the environment, not what to
think. The potential would then exist
for producing an entire generation of

environmentally literate individuals
in 12 years. Within a 25 year period
two generations of environmentally
literate individuals would exist, one
of which would be the first generation
of environmentally literate decision
makers.
The need for continuing nonform al environm ental education
would be needed to enhance public
knowledge and understanding; of
both those individuals who would be
products of the new K-12 system and
those who would not have had the
benefit of that system. In addition,
the non-formal system could be coor
dinated with the foundation provided
by the K-12 system.
The implementation of a com
prehensive system of environmental
education will not guarantee the de
velopment of consensus, but it will
m ak^the development of consensus
more likely.
While much can and should be
done at the state level, more atten
tion needs to be paid to national pol
icies than is given by Morris. The crit
ical e n vironm en tal and n a tu ra l
resources concerns of today are fre
quently concerns which cannot be
resolved by a single state. The State
of Minnesota, with the strongest acid
rain control program in the nation,
cannot keep acid rain from harming
our waters. Ninety percent of the pol
lutants which cause acid rain are
generated outside the borders of the
state.
To provide an opportunity for
states to jointly solve environmental
problems and to sustain our environ
mental and natural resource bases,
Governor Perpich has proposed the
creation of an Environmental Com
pact of the States (ECOS). ECOS
would bring together governors, leg
islators, business leaders, environ
m entalists, and academ icians to
define major trans-boundary con
cerns for the environment and ways
to resolve these concerns. ECOS is
an important addition to any equa
tion which attempts to assure the
development of an effective “ mate
rials policy.”
In conclusion, it is crucial that
the State of Minnesota develop a
public consensus on the importance
of a future which requires that devel
opment be environmentally sound
and economically sustainable. To ac
complish this goal, we do not need a
new state institution, as Morris sug
gests. We need to focus our existing
institutions. This can be done by
directing an existing state institution,
such as the State Planning Agency,
to (1) define “ ecologically sustain
able development” to guide the prep
aration of a state strategy; (2) sug
gest a process for developing an
ecologically sustainable develop
ment strategy for Minnesota, includ
ing the proposed organization for this
effort and who should be involved;
and (3) set a timetable for preparing
such a strategy.
Further, the establishment of an
E nvironm ental C om pact o f the
States should be pursued to allow
such consensus building to begin at
the interstate level. The opportunities
of bringing together the resources of
the Greater Minnesota Corporation
with the concern for ecologically sus
tainable development should also be
pursued.
We should begin to work toward
ecologically sustainable develop
ment as a major policy thrust for Min
nesota in the 1990s.
This winter the CSQ will host a discus
sion of the ideas presented in this arti
cle. For more information call 338-0782.

David Morris is an economic develop
ment consultant and Co-director of the
Institute for Local Self-Reliance. He is a
regular columnist for the St. Paul
Pioneer Press Dispatch.
Lee Clapsadle is a visual artist who has
exhibited his work nationally and is
studying environmental horticulture at
the University of Minnesota.
Julie Baugnet is a visual artist and
graphic designer living in St. Paul.
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End the War on Drugs

Hell No,
I Won't Go
By Ellen Willis-Art by JonMarc Edwards
Design by Kim Klein
which attacked Bush’s program as
t last the govern
not tough or expensive enough. (As
S enator B id e n — fresh from his
ment has achieved
defense of the flag; the guy is really
something it hasn’t
on a roll—put it, “ What we need is
another D-Day, not another Vietnam.” )
managed since the
To be sure, there is controversy over
the drug warriors’ methods. Civil lib
height of ’50s anti
ertarians object to drug testing and
Communist hysteria—enlisted
dubious police practices; many com
mentators express doubts about the
public sentiment in a popular
wisdom of going after millions of
war. The president’s invoca
casual drug users; and some hardy
souls still argue that drugs should be
tion of an America united in a
decriminalized and redefined as a
medical and social problem. But
holy war against drugs is no
where are the voices questioning the
piece of empty rhetoric; the
basic assumptions of the drug war:
that drugs are our most urgent na
bounds of mainstream debate
tional problem; that a drug-free soci
on this issue are implicit in
ety is a valid social goal; that drug
use is by definition abuse? If there’s a
the response of the Demo
war on, are drugs the real enemy? Or
cratic so-called opposition,
is mobilizing the nation’s energies on

A

20

Clinton St. Quarterly—Winter, 1989-90

behalf of a war against drugs far
more dangerous than the drugs them
selves?
By now some of you are wonder
ing if I’ve been away—perhaps on an
extended LSD trip—and missed the
havoc crack has wrought in inner-city
neighborhoods. One of the drug war
riors’ more effective weapons is the
argument that any crank who won’t
sign on to the antidrug crusade must
be indifferent to, if not actively in
favor of, the decimation of black and
Latino com m unities by rampant
addiction, AIDS, crack babies, the
recruitment of kids into the drug
trade, and control of the streets by
violent gangsters. To many people,
especially people of color, making
war on drugs means not taking it any
more, defending their lives and their
children against social rot. It’s a
seductive idea: focusing one’s rage
on a vivifi, immediate’ symptom of a
complex social crisis makes an awful
situation seem more manageable.
Yet in reality the drug war has nothing
to do with making communities liv
able or creating a decent future for
black kids. On the contrary, prohibi
tion is directly responsible for the
power of crack dealers to terrorize
whole neighborhoods. And every cent
spent on the cops, investigators,
bureaucrats, courts, jails, weapons,
and tests required to feed the drug
war machine is a cent not spent on
reversing the social policies that
have destroyed the cities, nourished
racism, and laid the groundwork for
crack culture.
While they’re happy to use the
desperate conditions of the poor as a
club to intimidate potential opposi
tion, the drug warriors have another
agenda altogether. Forget those ob-

n the great tradition of demogogmoral equivalent of welfare—they
undercut the official culture’s control
of who gets rewarded for what. And
they invite subversive comparisons
to the meager ration of pleasure,
freedom, and power available in peo
ple’s daily lives.
Illegal drugs, furthermore, are of
fenses to authority by definition.
Users are likely to define themselves
as rebels—or become users in the
first place as a means of rebelling—
and band together in an outlaw cul
ture. The drugs are then blamed for
the rebellion, the social alienation
that gave rise to it, and the crime and
corruption that actually stem from
prohibition and its inevitable con
comitant, an immensely profitable il
f course, it’s not all drugs Ben
legal industry.
From this perspective, it makes
perfect sense to lump marijuana with
net has in mind, but illegal
crack—while different in every other
drugs. And as even some drug
respect, both are outlaw, countercul
warriors will admit, whether a
tural drugs. From this perspective,
drug is legal or not has little to do
mounting a jihad against otherwise
with rational considerations such as
law-abiding citizens whose recrea
how addictive it may be, or how harm
tional drug of choice happens to be il
ful to health, or how implicated in
legal is not a hugely expensive, futile,
crime. Bill Bennett drinks without
punitive diversion from addressing
apology while denouncing marijuana
the real problems of our urban waste
and crack with equal passion; heroin
land; it goes straight to the point.
is denied to terminal cancer patients
After all, hard-core addicts presum
while methadone, which is at least as
ably can’t help themselves, while
addictive, is given away at govern
casual users are choosing to ignore
ment-sponsored clinics. What illegal
two decades of pervasive antidrug
drugs do have in common is that in
moralizing. The point is that the
one way or another they threaten
cultural changes of the ’60s and ’70s
social control. Either (like heroin and
eroded traditional forms of authority,
crack) they’re associated with all the
loosening governmental and corpo
social disorder and scary otherness
rate control over people’s lives. And
of the so-called underclass, or (like
the drug war is about getting it back.
marijuana and the psychedelics) they
One means of achieving this is
become emblems of social dissilegitimizing repressive police and
dence, “ escape from” —i.e., unortho
military tactics. Drugs, say the war
dox views of— reality, and loss of pro
riors, are such an overriding national
d u ctivity and discip lin e . Equally
emergency that civil liberties must
important, illicit drugs offer pleasure
give way; of course, laws and policies
—and perhaps even worse, feelings
aimed at curbing dealers’ and users’
of freedom and power—for the tak
constitutional rights w ill then be
ing; the more intense the euphoria,
available for use in other “ emer
the more iniquitous the drug. Easily
gency” situations. Another evolving
available chemical highs are the
strategy is to bypass the criminal
justice system altogether (thereby
avoiding some of those irritating con
stitutional obstacles as well as the
public’s reluctance to put middle
class pot-smokers in jail) in favor of
civil sanctions like large fines and the
withholding of government benefits
and such “ privileges” as drivers’
licenses.
But so far, the centerpiece of the
cultural counterrevolution is the
snowballing campaign for a “ drugfree workplace” —a euphemism for
“ drug-free workforce,” since urine
testing also picks up off-duty indul
gence. The purpose of this ’80s ver
sion of the loyalty oath is less to deter
drug use than to make people under
go a humiliating ritual of subordina
tion: “ When I say pee, you pee.” The
idea is to reinforce the principle that
one must forfeit one’s dignity and pri
vacy to earn a living, and bring back
the good old days when employers
had the unquestioned right to de
mand that their workers’ appearance
and behavior, on or off the job, meet
management’s standards. After all,
before the ’60s, employers were free
to reject you not only because you
were the wrong race, sex, or age, but
because of your marital status, your
sex life, your political opinions, or
anything else they didn’t like; there
were none of those pesky discrimina
tion or wrongful firing suits.
The argument that drug use
hurts productivity only supports my
point: if it’s okay to forbid workers to
get stoned on their days off because
it might affect their health, efficiency,
or “ motivation,” why not forbid them
to stay out late, eat fatty foods, fall in
love, or have children? As for jobs
that affect the public safety, if tests
are needed, they should be perform
ance tests—an air controller or rail
road worker whose skills are im
paired by fatigue is as dangerous as
one who’s drugged. Better yet, any
one truly concerned about safety
should support the demands of work
ers in these jobs for shorter hours
and less stressful w orking con
ditions.
scene pictures of Bush kissing ad
dicted babies (and read his budget
director’s lips: money for the drug war
is to come not from the m ilitary
budget but from other domestic pro
grams). Take it from William Bennett,
who, whatever his political faults, is
honest about what he’s up to: “ We
identify the chief and seminal wrong
here as drug use.... There are lots of
other things that are wrong, such as
money laundering and crime and vio
lence in the inner city, but drug use
itself is wrong. And that means the
strategy is aimed at reducing drug
use.” Aimed, that is, not at solving
social problems but at curbing per
sonal freedom.

O

I

ic saber-rattling, Bush’s appeal
seeks to distract from the fis
sures of race, class, and sex and
unite us against a common enemy:
the demon drug. The truth is, how
ever, that this terrifying demon is a
myth. Drug addiction and its associ
ated miseries are not caused by evil,
irresistible substances. People get
hooked on drugs because they crave
relief from intolerable frustration;
because they’re starved for pleasure
and power. Addiction is a social and
p s y c h o lo g ic a l, not a ch e m ica l,
disease.
Every generation has its arch
demon drug: alcohol, reefer mad
ness, heroin, and now crack. Re
cently The New York Times ran a
front-page story reporting that drug
experts have revised their earlier
belief th a t crack is a uniquely,
irresistibly addictive drug; crack ad
diction, they assert, has more to do
with social conditions than with the
drug’s chemistry. Two cheers for the
experts; surely it shouldn’t have
taken them so long to ask why crack
is irresistible to the black poor but
not to the white middle class. Per
haps they will take the next step and
recognize that so long as crack is the
only thriving industry in the inner
city—and integral to its emotional
economy as well—there’s only one
way to win a war on drugs. That’s to
adopt the method the Chinese used
to solve their opium problem: line
every dealer and user up against the
wall and shoot. And try not to notice
the color of the bodies.
If the logic of the drug war for
blacks and Latinos leads to a literal
police state, for the rest of us it
means silence and conformity. In re
cent years, much of the drug warriors’
ideological firepower has been aimed
at the '60s. Members of my genera
tion who took any part in the pas
sions and pleasures of those times—
that is, most of us now between, say,
35 and 50—are under enormous pres
sure to agree that we made a terrible
mistake (and even that won’t help if
you aspire to be a Supreme Court jus
tice). Which makes me feel irresisti
bly compelled to reiterate at every
opportunity that I have taken illegal
drugs, am not ashamed of it, and still
smoke the occasional joint (an of
fense for which Bush and Bennett
want to fine me $10,000, lift my
driver’s license, and throw me in boot
camp). I believe that taking drugs is
not intrinsically immoral or destruc
tive, that the state has no right to pre
vent me from exploring different
states of consciousness, and that
drug prohibition causes many of the
evils it purports to cure.
According to the drug warriors, I
and my ilk are personally responsible
not only for the deaths of Janis Joplin
and Jimi Hendrix but for the crack
crisis. Taken literally, this is scurri
lous nonsense: the counterculture
never looked kindly on hard drugs,
and the age of crack is a product not
of the ’60s but of Reaganism. Yet
there’s a sense in which I do feel
responsible. Cultural radicals are
committed to extending freedom,
and that commitment, by its nature,
is dangerous. It encourages people to
take risks, some of them foolish or
worse. It arouses deep longings that,
if disappointed, may plunge people
into despair (surely one aspect of the
current demoralization of black youth
is the peculiar agony of thwarted
revolution). If I support the struggle
for freedom, I can’t disclaim respon
sibility for its costs; I can only argue
that the costs of suppressing free
dom are, in the end, far higher. All
wars are hell. The question remains
which ones are worth fighting.

Prohibition is directly
responsible for the power
of crack dealers to terror
ize whole neighborhoods.

Ellen Willis is a senior editor at the
Village Voice. This piece appeared In the
Sept. 19,1989 Voice.
JonMarc Edwards is a Twin Cities
painter. This art piece is entitled Crack,
Pot, War.
Kim Klein is a Twin Cities Art Director.
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Q
A

O f all the environm ental problem s em erging in
♦ recent years, w hich needs the most urgent attention
of President George Bush?
The potential for climate change on a global scale is most

♦ worrisome. Climate change results from the rising world con
sumption of fossil fuels and the deforestation associated with popula
tion growth. The average man and woman will see the eventual
economic consequences of these forces in terms of rising food prices.
Ultimately, then, we can say the issue is food, and that in turn is rooted
in climate, energy policy, and population policy. T hat configuration of
issues, and their causes and effects, will increasingly come to dominate
our worries in the 1990s.
* •

A rt by Barbara Kreft
Design by Connie Baker

Q . Is it due to changes In all three
countries, or is it concentrated in any
one?

A. All three. In the United States, we
are in the process of retiring 11 per
cent of our cropland, converting it
either to grassland or woodland
under the Conservation Reserve Pro
gram. This involves 40 million acres
of highly erodible land that cannot
sustain cultivation indefinitely, as it’s
now being farmed. So, we’re trying to
save at least some of its productive
capacity that way.
The Soviet Union does not have
a conservation reserve program, and
since 1978, they have lost 13 percent
of their grain land. They don’t system
atically retire it, they just keep plow
ing it until it’s not worth plowing
anymore.

Q

is this just a fluke because of
♦ drought, or a steady down
trend?

A.

A downtrend. Almost every year
since 1978, cultivated area in the
Soviet Union has decreased. Now, if
they’ve actually lost 13 percent of
their grain land over the last decade
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because of erosion, you have to
assume there is a substantial addi
tional amount that is still being
eroded, but has not yet reached the
point where it’s not worth plowing
anymore.
In China, the loss of cropland —
about 7 percent over the last decade
— is due not so much to erosion as to
mounting demands from the nonfarm
sector. According to the World Bank,
China’s rate of industrial growth,
since 1980, has been about 1214 per
cent per year, which means that liter
ally thousands and thousands of new
factories are being built every year.
Most of China’s 1.1 billion people are
in the 1,000-mile belt on the eastern
and southern coasts of the country.
Factories have to be built where the
people are; the people are where the
cropland is; and much of the land
th a t’s being claimed by factories,
warehouses, and access roads is
good cropland.
One of China’s great scarcities
in recent decades has been housing.
And so, as incomes have gone up,
everyone and his brother in China has
wanted either to add another room or
two or build a new home. And again,

because the people are spread
throughout the countryside where
the cropland is, construction has
claimed cropland in most cases. So,
the Chinese are losing cropland at a
rate that is very difficult to offset in
terms of higher yields from remaining
farmland. This is one reason why
China is going to be importing 20 mil
lion tons of grain this year, which puts
them in third place, after Japan and
the Soviet Union.
Q . And the Soviet Union, according
to yesterday’s news, will import
something like 40 million tons?

A.

Something like that. And that’s
about what Japan imports, also.

Q
A.

What about the water scarcity
♦ you mentioned?

In the United States, for example,
you see a decline in irrigated area of
some 7 percent since 1978. That de
cline is the result of falling water
tables, for the most part. Weak com
modity prices and higher pumping
costs, particularly for fuel, have also
contributed. But the U.S. Department
of Agriculture (USDA) recently re

ported that one-fourth of all the irri
gated cropland in the United States is
being irrigated by drawing down the
underground water table by at least a
half foot a year. In some cases, the
drop is as much as four feet per year.
In the Soviet Union, much of its
irrigated agriculture is clustered
around the Aral Sea in the Asian
Republics. The Aral Sea lies on the
borders between Kazakhstan and
Uzbekistan, and is fed by two rivers,
the Amu-Darya and the Syr-Darya. In
1960, before irrigation got seriously
underway, the Aral Sea contained an
estimated 10 billion tons of salt. But
as the two rivers that feed the Aral
Sea were diverted for irrigation, the
water inflow into the sea fell below
the evaporation rate. So the sea
began to shrink. As a result, one fish
ing port, Muynak, is now thirty miles
from the coast.
The sea has lost 60 percent of its
water and 40 percent of its area, and
that process is continuing. Because
much of the sea bed is now dry and
covered with salt, winds blow up salt
storms just like desert sand storms.
As a result, a sand/salt mix is now be
ing deposited on the land that’s being

Q
A

lt sounds as if you are saying that food security will
♦ displace military security as the principal preoccupa
tion of governments.
Exactly so. Take a look at the current situation: World grain

♦ reserves may now be at the lowest level since right after World
War II. The world’s carryover stocks of grain—the grain in the bin just
as the new harvest comes in —now am ount to an estimated fifty-four
days of consumption. T h at’s the key food indicator to watch.
Several things are contributing to a slowdown in the growth of
food production, including the increasing scarcity of land and water
resources. There simply is not much good land in the world waiting to
be plowed. A nd in each of the four major food-producing countries—
the United States, C hina, the Soviet Union, and India—pressures on
water supplies are intensifying. The cities and the countryside are com
peting for fresh water, and that is beginning to emerge as a major
political issue.
In addition, farmable land in the U nited States, C hina, and the
Soviet U nion has declined substantially in recent years.

irrigated with the water that was ori
ginally intended for the Aral Sea at a
rate of about a half a ton per hectare
per year. That is beginning to affect
the cropland. More importantly, the
climate of the region is being affect
ed, as the frost line shifts south, and
the cotton-growing area has been re
duced by nearly half a million hec
tares or more.
Q . Can the Soviet government do
anything about this?

A. This presents a very serious prob
lem: They either have to cut back on
irrigation—on the amount of water
they use for irrigation—to save the
Aral Sea, or they have to write off the
Aral Sea. Almost all the fish are dead
now because it’s so salty: there are
only three species left out of the
twenty-six that were in there original
ly. They have to write off the fishing
industry. They have to accept the fact
that the climate will become more
harsh in both the summer and the
winter, making the region less hos
pitable to agriculture.
Northern China already is facing
sever water shortages, and water
that’s needed to serve urban needs

and industrial needs is taken from
agriculture. As a result, China’s irri
gated area, like that of the United
States, also is shrinking. In fact, the
irrigated area in both countries peak
ed in 1978 and has been declining
since then. China’s has declined by 2
percent, compared with 7 percent in
the United States. I cite these exam
ples of pressures on land and water
in the world’s three largest food
producing countries that account for
nearly half of world food output just
to give a sense of the resource pres
sures that are at work on the food,
supply.

Q

But hasn’t the rise of agricul♦ ture productivity offset these
otner pressures?

A. Rapidly raising the productivity of
land is an increasingly difficult prob
lem. You can see this most dramatic
ally in Japan where rice yields have
increased little since 1970, despite
the fact that the rice support price of
fered to Japanese farmers is four
times the world market level. And
even with that astronomical price—
a price that only the Japanese can

afford—nothing’s happening to im
prove Japanese agriculture. The high
est yielding rice varieties available to
farmers in Asia today were released
in 1966—twenty-three years ago. No
one has been able to improve on that.
So the rise in rice yields in many
Asian countries is slowing. In China
and Indonesia, for example, there’s
been little or no increase in grain pro
duction since 1984.
Q . With no increase in the level of
production and slowing growth in
agricultural productivity, why aren’t
policymakers more concerned?

A.

Agricultural planners at places
like the World Bank are deeply con
cerned. When you combine the Asian
situation and the crisis in Africa, it’s
becoming more and more difficult to
see how we’re going to grow enough
food to satisfy the demand from the
annual addition of eighty-six million
people to world population.
The fragile balance between
food and population growth also is
illustrated by the loss of topsoil: Each
year the world’s farmers are losing
about 24 billion tons of topsoil in ex
cess of the new soil being formed

through natural processes. That loss
almost equals the amount of topsoil
on the wheat-growing land of Austra
lia — not an insignificant amount.
Against that backdrop, climate
change emerges as quite possibly
the dominant environmental and eco
nomic issue of the 1990s and beyond.
This loss of momentum in world grain
production that we’ve just been dis
cussing, combined with the North
American drought in 1988, has re
duced world grain stocks from the
equivalent of 101 days of world con
sumption at the beginning of 1987 to
54 days at the beginning of 1989. This
explains why world grain prices are
half again higher than they were a
year ago.
Q . If we have another drought soon,
does that mean there won’t be any
grain to export?

A. The prospect of another droughtreduced harvest is scary. For the first
time since North America emerged
as the world’s breadbasket some
decades ago, it might not have any
grain to offer the world. This would
lead to a frantic scramble among the
hundred or so countries that import
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grain from the United States for
meager exportable supplies from
Argentina, Australia, and France.
And that would be it. We would see
price rises unlike anything we’ve ever
seen before. They would dwarf those
of 1972-73, when world grain prices
doubled. No one knows how much
they would go up—they could triple,
even quadruple. Such a rise would
send a shock wave through the world
economy. That would make the oil
price increases of the '70s appear
modest, by comparison. Historically,
we have not had severe back-to-back
droughts in the United States. But
we’ve had three drought-reduced har
vests during the 1980s—’80, ’83, and
’88.

Q

DO you see this as part of the
♦ global warming trend?

A.

Those three droughts happen to
coincide with the five warmest years
in the past century—all in the 1980s!
That could be a coincidence? Possi
bly, but probably not. We may have
seen in 1988 a glimpse of the future in
terms of what climate change could
mean to world food production, and
therefore to the world economy. We
have no precedent by which to judge,
or even to estimate very intelligently,
the impact of the global warming on
the global economy.
I’ve been talking about U.S. agri
culture as an example of how things
could change as the earth’s average
temperature rises. There’s a tenden
cy to describe climate change in aver
ages and to say by the time atmo
spheric carbon dioxide levels double
by the year 2030 or 2050—whenever
it comes—the average global tem
perature will increase by somewhere
between 3 and 8 degrees Fahrenheit.
But those averages mask the real dra
matic changes. There won’t be much
rise in temperature in the equatorial
regions of the planet. Most of the in
crease will come in the higher lati
tudes in the Northern and Southern
hem ispheres — the grain-grow ing
regions. The average number also
conceals the fact that the tempera
ture increases over land will be sub
s ta n tia lly greater than over the
oceans. When you put those two to
gether, then you can begin to see the
kinds of temperature increases that
might be in prospect for agricultural
regions of North America or the
Soviet Union. This is by way of saying
we’re moving into uncharted territory
with climate and with its effect on
world food supplies. Consequently,
the Bush Administration needs to re
think these problems and to move
vigorously to establish U.S. leader
ship in a global effort to reestablish a
carbon balance between the earth
and the atmosphere and thus head
off as much of the global warming
trend as possible.

World grain reserves
may now be at the
lowest level since right
after World War IL
Q . That’s a big order. What does it
entail?

A. It means moving away from fossil
fuels. It means putting the brakes on
population growth. And it means
planting trees as though the future
depended on it.
Q . And it does.

A. We’ve a long way to go. I’m aware
of only two national governments in
the world that have begun even to talk
about devising clim ate-sensitive
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energy policies: Norway and Canada.
The foreign ministers of those two
countries, at a conference in the sum
mer of ’88, urged the world to begin
thinking about reducing the use of
fossil fuels in order to try to reduce
the global warming. The risk is that if
we do not act soon enough, environ
mental deterioration will lead to poli
tical instability and social disintegra
tion, and these forces will begin to
feed on each other. Governments will
very quickly become so preoccupied
w ith the short-term c ris e s — food
shortages and the price increases
associated with climate change—
that there will be little time or energy
to devote to the longer term ques
tions of how to reverse the process.
Q . Isn’t that what happened during
the oil crises of the 1970s? The imme
diate problem of scarcity and soaring
prices diverted attention from a
longer-term solution to the oil and
energy problems.

A. The evidence leads me to believe
that we have only a matter of years to
get some of these environmental
trends turned around— not decades.
Things are happening too fast. One
sees it with climate change, ozone
depletion, deforestation, soil erosion,
and the accelerating loss of plant and
animal species all over the world. I
also see the evidence that the rising
tide of economic progress that was
raising almost all nations during this
century’s third quarter is no longer
working.

possible to grow much faster! People
don’t realize that a 3 percent annual
rate of population growth, com
pounded, leads to a twenty-fold in
crease in a century. No society can
stay on that track for long.
Q . How did the Chinese slow things
down?

Q . This is really a classic textbook
example of productivity change that
teachers use in the classroom.

A. They began looking ahead to see

A. Yes, it clearly illustrates the law of

where population growth would take
them. They made some fairly simple
dem ographic assum ptions. They
considered their country’s future, if
each couple had two children. Run
ning their demographic model with
that assumption implied that popula
tion would grow by several hundred
m illion. In time, they would add
another India to their existing popula
tion. The Chinese next looked at their
cropland, fresh water, and energy
supplies. They looked at job creation
and the demand for social services.
They realized that even if they had on
ly two children per couple, that would
lead to a future of deteriorating living
conditions, increasing poverty and
malnutrition, a loss of all the ad
vances they’d struggled for a genera
tion to make. So they made the politi
cally difficult decision to prevent that
future. The only way they could avoid
it was to push for one-child families.
The difference between China
and many other Third World countries
is not that China is in more dire
straits than the other countries; the
difference is that the Chinese have
had the courage to look ahead and
respond to what they've seen.

Q . Do you see that third-quarter cen
tury after World War II as an aberra
tion, a kind of golden era?

Q . What about their reforestation
programs?

A.

A.

It was. And I think it will be seen
as such, because even before the
’70s were over, living conditions
began turning downward. The evi
dence was abundantly clear first in
Africa; both Africa and Latin America
will end the decade of the '80s with
lower living standards than those
with which they began. The 1989 an
nual report by UNICEF begins by say
ing that for 900 million people in the
world, the march of progress has
been replaced by a broad-based re
treat. Som ething like a fifth of
humanity—most of Africa, most of
Latin America— is experiencing a
decline in living standards. The risk
now is that the Indian subcontinent
will be the next region to follow, and
that’s because of the rate of deforest
ation, soil erosion, and land degra
dation.

They’ve certainly been fighting
deforestation. But even with one of
the most ambitious reforestation pro
grams in the world, they’re still losing
ground. One result of China’s rising
affluence is the growing demand for
housing. That generates an enor
mous appetite for lumber. They have
planned to increase their forested
area from 12.7 percent of the country
in 1970 to at least 20 percent by the
end of the century. It now looks as
though they could end the century
with even less than 12.7 percent’ in
forests. If you don’t begin soon
enough, even an ambitious tree plant
ing program can be overwhelmed by
growing population.

Q . This conversation reminds me of
Thomas Malthus’s Essay on the Prin
ciple of Population (1798) that argued
how population would press against
the food supply and result in misery.

But wasn’t it just a decade or
* two ago that we were pro A. Malthus was right: Population
growth still is checked from time to
claiming the green revolution in India
time by famine. Some would have us
that enabled even India to export
believe that food shortages and
grain?
fam ines are ancient history. But
A. The green revolution bought time
they’re not. They still occur with deva
to get the brakes on population
stating results in Asia and Africa. As
growth, for example. But that time
a matter of fact, within the half cen
was mostly wasted. China and India
tury after Malthus wrote his famous
both had green revolutions. China
treatise, Ireland lost a third of its pop
used the time to put the brakes on
ulation in the famous potato famine.
population growth. India did not. As a
In another sense he was wrong
result, India is adding some 15 million
because we have achieved dramatic
people a year and its resource base is
increases in world food output. For
deteriorating very rapidly— its soil,
example, between 1950 and 1984,
the vegetation, not only trees, but
world grain output increased 2.6
grass and forage. There are a lot of
times. Never before, within the span
cattle starving to death in India
of a generation or so, have we seen
because there is no vegetation left to
increases of that magnitude. Unfortu
keep them alive. India now has cattle
nately, we’ll probably never again see
relief camps, just like the food relief
gains so spectacular.
camps for people in Africa and India.
Q . Why do you say that?
Cattle on the verge of starvation are
brought into feed lots where local
A. Look at technological change in
governments try to provide them fod
agriculture. Each of four major tech
der. So, the real risk is that the Indian
nologies led to a quantum jump in
subcontinent of a billion people will
world food output in the past genera
experience a deterioration in the ’90s,
tion: on’e was hybrid corn; the second
joining Africa and Latin America in
was enormous growth in use of
decline.
chemical fertilizer from 14 million
tons in 1950 to close to 130 million
Q . And is Indian population growth
tons in 1984; a near tripling of world ir
still continuing at high rates?
rigated area in 1950 to 1980; and most
A. India has brought its population
recently, the rapid spread of highgrowth rate down somewhat from
yielding dwarf fruits and rices in the
maybe 2.8 percent to 2.2 percent per
developing countries. Now we realize
year, compared with China's 1.2 per
that some of those technologies
cent. That’s a fairly big difference. In
largely have run their course in some
contrast, Bangladesh and Pakistan
countries. For example, in the United
are both growing at nearly 3 percent a
States, if we were to double fertilizer
year. And Kenya’s people are growing
use in 1989,1don’t think it would have
at nearly 4 percent per year. It’s not
much effect on food production at

Q

a ll! We’ve reached the point of dimin
ishing returns on additional fertilizer
use. Indeed, fertilizer use in the
United States is less now than it was
six years ago.

diminishing returns. In the 1950s, for
example, if one applied another ton
of fertilizer to corn in the Midwest,
you would get 15 or 20 additional tons
of corn per acre. Increasing fertilizer
use was certainly a very profitable
thing to do. Not so today.
Dinimishing returns are haunt
ing us in many parts of the world. A
recent study in Indonesia pointed out
that a decade ago, another ton of fer
tilizer on rice there would get you 12
to 15 additional tons of rice; today it
may be 6 tons. Besides, the cost dif
ferential is such that it just doesn’t
pay to'use much more fertilizer on
rice in Indonesia today.
Irrigation is another example.
There just aren’t that many opportu
nities to expand irrigation, and most
are rather costly to develop. The easy
investments in irrigation have already
been made. So we don’t anticipate an
enormous growth in irrigation.
As a result, the world’s culti
vated area may not increase much at

The administration is
clearly far behind
public opinion on
environmental issues.
all in the ’90s; just as it hasn’t in
creased much during the ’80s. So, it’s
not clear where we’re going to get any
dramatic additional jumps in world
food output.

Q

What about improved yields
♦ from new varieties of plants?

A. There are no new plant technolo
gies on the horizon that promise the
potential output gains that came
from hybrid corn, or the nine-fold in
crease in fertilizer use since 1950.
Certainly there are little things here
and there. Argentina and India could
s till make s ig n ific a n t advances.
Argentina has an export tax on its
agriculture commodities that dis
courages the use of modern inputs
and maximum use of a rather good
piece of agricultural real estate. In
dia’s grain yields are still less than
half those of Japan, whereas China’s
grain yields are now about four-fifths
of those of Japan. But it’s not clear to
me that the Soviet Union will make
any dramatic progress in expanding
farm output, even with economic
reforms.
What we forget is that the Soviet
Union is like Canada, not like the
United States. It doesn’t have a corn
belt; all of its grains are small grains
—wheat, barley, oats, rye—which do
not have the yield potential that corn
does. In the United States, our corn
yields are three times as high as our
wheat yields. It is not that our corn
farmers are three times better than
wheat farmers. Instead, we have the
right combination of soil, water, and
temperature for growing corn and we
get tremendous yields. The Soviet
Union doesn’t have a corn belt; it is
handicapped with severe weather
and little water. Maybe the USSR can
do better with reforms, but I wouldn’t
expect dramatic gains on the scale
achieved by China. China has the ad
vantage of a lot of water and much of
its agriculture is irrigated. China has
more irrigated area than any country
in the world; India is second; the
United States, third.

Q . Isn’t there much potential for the
Soviet Union to expand irrigation?

nently in the United States, the Soviet
Union, and China.

A.

Q . That sounds like the optimistic
forecasts we get from U.S. economic
analysts, who look only at the aggre
gate indicators and neglect the
unsustainable nature of growth
based on persistent trade and budget
deficits and the soaring debt that
they generate.

No. The Soviet Union has a lot of
land in regions warm enough to grow
food, but it doesn’t have water. Much
of the southern part of the Soviet
Union is semi-arid, and without irriga
tion, you just can’t farm it.

Q . Whatever happened to the opti
mistic school of thought that some
years ago looked to rising population
density as a source of inevitable
human ingenuity for solving food and
other economic problems? I always
regarded that school of thought as on
the fringe. Why did it gain such promi
nence in the early ’80s?

A.

Well, because life would be a lot
sim pler, if they were rig h t. We
wouldn’t have to worry about ram
pant population growth, or famine, or
clim ate change. The anti-Malthus
optimists gained some credibility in
the late 70s and the early ’80s when
world food production was moving
ahead of demand. Surpluses were
building up during the late 70s and
early ’80s, depressing agricultural
prices, and creating real problems for
“ a world awash in grain.” People
didn’t realize that those surpluses
were the result of the unsustainable
use of land and water.
We should start the analysis of
this problem by going back to the late
’60s and early 70s, when grain prices
soared. The Soviets purchased wheat
in 1972, and prices doubled in 73 and
stayed up for the next several years.
During that period, a lot of new land
was plowed up in the Great Plains
that had never been planted before.
Huge investments in irrigation al
lowed farmers to consume water by
pumping it up from underground at
rates that exceeded natural replace
ment. In a number of countries, re
sources were being consumed at un
sustainable rates to produce food.
Q . So U.S. agriculture, like the
broader economy, was being man
aged in an unsustainable way?

A.

U.S. experience illustrates my
point. This country is now in the pro
cess of retiring 40 million acres of
highly erodible cropland— 11 percent
of our total cropland. And we’re also
in the process of cutting back on irri
gation, because we’re irrigating on a
scale that’s not sustainable. We’re
pulling down our underground water
tables to irrigate about a quarter of
our irrigated land. If one takes away
the grain produced on that 11 percent
of cropland that is being retired,
along with the grain produced by the
unsustainable use of water, that
comes to over 50 million tons or
about one-sixth of average annual
U.S. grain output of roughly 300 mil
lion tons a year. If one subtracts that
50 million tons from world output dur
ing the late 70s and the '80s, there
are no surpluses, none whatsoever.
Q . Is this happening elsewhere in
the world?

A.

If we had the data to make the
same calculation for the rest of the
world, we would see a level of sus
tainable world food production far
below current world demand. Much
of the food output elsewhere in the
world also is unsustainable, because
it is based on the unsustainable use
of land and water. This is why ecolo
gists have worried for decades about
how things were going for global agri
culture. If you take a superficial look
at the economic indicators— say
trends in grain output and carryover
stocks— in the late 70s and early
’80s, world agriculture looked great.
But if you look beneath the surface at
basic environm ental indicators —
water table levels and soil losses, for
example—then you begin to sense
the unsustainable nature of a size
able fraction of world food output to
day. Most analysts making supply
and demand projections don’t look at
the rates of topsoil loss around the
world. If you do, then you begin to get
a very different picture: In the '80s,
agricultural retrenchment is going on
in country after country, most promi

A . I see a parallel there between the
overall U.S. economic outlook as de
picted by the indicators of growth,
em ploym ent, and co n su m p tio n .
Those numbers look very good. But if
you look at the underlying b e h a v io rlow saving rates and the fiscal and
trade deficits—the picture is not so
sanguine. People naturally prefer to
look at the first set and the more opti
mistic scenario. That is what they
voted on last November. Likewise, in
world agriculture, people want to
hear that things are going well. They
don’t want to worry about the world’s
fragile supply-demand equation for
food any more than about rising na
tional debt, or the growing trade defi
cit. Those things are such a nuisance.
To solve those problems, people have
to begin thinking about making some
sacrifices, maybe. So the easiest
thing is for politicians and the elec
torate to sweep them under the
carpet and just hope that the surface
trends continue to improve for a few
more years.
Since the United States has
* become the “breadbasket to
tne world,” our policy has become
pivotal to the welfare of millions of
people around the world. What we do
as a marginal supplier affects world
prices significantly.

Q

A . Just imagine. Right now, many of
the world’s major cities depend on
U.S. grain — Leningrad, Lagos, Tokyo,
Caracas, to cite a few. North America
exports about 120 million tons of
grain per year now. Of that, some
thing over 20 million tons comes from
Canada, the rest from the United
States. Europe, which as recently as
1980 was still a net importer o f grain,
has in the last few years become a
significant net exporter, exporting
this year about 22 million tons. Aus
tralia is the other net exporter, export
ing maybe 15 million tons in a typical
year. So, you can see what happens
to U.S. grain output and exports has a
profound effect on the rest of the
world. If that grain supply is ever cut
off because of a drought-induced
crop failure without any reserves all
hell could break loose. I can’t imagine
the economic and political instability
that would result, because we have
no precedent by which to assess the
effects of a drastic collapse of the
food supply.
Q . What about the Third World?
A . That’s the problem. In developing
countries, people typically buy their
wheat, rice, or corn as grain in the
marketplace and then take it home,
where they grind it into flour and
make bread. So, if the world price of
wheat doubles, the cost of their food
doubles. For the vast majority who
are spending 70 percent or more of
their income on food and just trying
to keep body and soul together,
there’s just no way that they can ad
just to such price increases. The con
sequences of a long-term rise in food
prices, particularly when incomes are
falling, means grave trouble ahead
for many governments.
If grain prices double in the
United States, it doesn’t create seri
ous problems for most Americans. A
one-pound loaf of bread that sells for
a dollar has about a nickel’s worth of
wheat in it. So, if the price of wheat
doubles, the loaf of bread goes from
$1 to $1.05. We can handle that. For
meat, though, where many pounds of
grain are used to produce a pound of
meat, the multiplier is much greater.
Q . Let’s return to the global prob
lems. What should we try to do now?
A . First, because of our enormous
scientific capability, and all the evi
dence we have on what’s happening
around the world, the United States

has a special obligation to provide
leadership. More countries simply do
not have the amount of information
that we have on what’s happening to
the climate.
Second, we are a leading source
of the problem: The United States, for
example, generates more carbon
emissions than any other country in
the world; we contribute far more of
the carbon dioxide than any other,
both in total and in per capita terms.
And yet, this country has the technol
ogies and the capital resources to re
duce that dramatically.
Look at the problem of automo
bile emissions. We doubled fuel effi
ciency after President Ford signed
the A utom obile Fuel E ffic ie n cy
Standards legislation. Between 1976
and 1986, fuel efficiency of new cars
climbed from just over 13 miles per
gallon to 26 miles per gallon. The
sensible thing, then, would be to ex
tend that legislation to the end of the
century, again doubling fuel e ffi
ciency. That would not only help with
th e problem of g lo b a l c lim a te
change, it would help improve air
quality in our cities, and reduce acid
rain. It wouldn’t require any new tech
nology. There are already several
models on the road getting 50 miles
per gallon, and French, Japanese,
and Swedish producers have proto
type models that get upwards of 100
miles per gallon.
Q . Yet, the Reagan Administration
supported easing the standards to
achieve higher efficiency?

A.

Exactly. The United States is
heading in the opposite direction. It
was ironic in the late summer of '88,
when the headlines proclaimed heat,
drought, and climate change, to learn
that GM and Ford were pushing for a
relaxation of mileage and fuel effi
ciency standards so they could sell
more big cars and fewer small ones.
The administration acquiesced. It’s
as if they lived in another world that
had nothing to do with reality.

Q . Do you see any signs of change in
the Bush Administration?

A.

The administration is clearly far
behind public opinion on environ
mental issues. Most Am ericans,
when asked in polls, would pay a
higher tax on gasoline in order to
slow down climate change, reduce
air pollution, cut acid rain, and im
prove our energy security.

A fifth of humanity is
experiencing a decline
in living standards.
fuel alcohol a year out of our con
sumption of 100 billion gallons. Not
only the advanced countries must ful
ly exploit the many different sources
of renewable energy. In Third World
villages today, for example, it prob
ably makes sense just to concentrate
investment in local photovoltaic ar
rays that will generate electricity for
pumping water, for lights, for little
mills to grind wheat, mill rice, or corn.
Within a few years that would help ex
tend the size of the market for photo
voltaics to the point where the tech
nology would become very cost com
petitive with almost any local source
of electricity.
Q . This implies a quite different pat
tern of future growth in the Third
World from the visions we now hold.
Small is beautiful, after all.

A.

The world of the future is a very
different one from the one that we’ve
grown up with. What impresses me is
that we need a lot of change in a very
short period of time. If we don’t turn
around these basic trends of environ
mental deterioration— build up of
greenhouse gases, soil erosion,
ozone depletion, deforestation —
before the end of the century, we may
not be able to.

Q . Isn’t the problem the lack of any
precedents for behavioral changes
on the global scale now required?

A. The closest thing to it would prob

ably be the World War II mobilization
of the early '40s when, in a very short
period of time, things changed dra
When you talk about a climatematically. One day Chrysler was mak
* sensitive energy policy, what
practical role is there for solar anding cars and the next day it was mak
ing tanks. One day men were working
windmill power?
in factories and the next day they
A. A steady shift from fossil fuels to
were in training camps and on their
renewable energy sources is the key
way to war. Women who had been at
to a climate-sensitive energy policy.
home were suddenly in factories. Al
most overnight we were rationing
Q . Why don’t we do it then?
gasoline, rubber, and sugar. That was
A. Our thinking simply has not pro
a tem porary change and people
gressed apace with our changing
understood why it was necessary,
reality. Some countries have moved
and so a lot of people changed behav
much more rapidly. Norway and
ior and made sacrifices.
Brazil now get most of their energy
We’re in a very similar situation
from renewable sources. Norway
now. The problem is that not enough
gets 60 percent of its total energy
people yet understand that the future
from renewable sources, and it is an
depends on enormous changes in
oil-exporting country. Most of its re
attitudes, values, and national priori
newable energy comes from hydro
ties in the years immediately ahead.
power, but some comes from forest
The Bush Administration may be the
products as well. Brazil, a very differ
last U.S. administration to have the
ent economy, gets 59 percent of all its
opportunity even to make changes
energy from renewable sources—
because if we delay too long, the
mainly hydropower, firewood, and
forces of ecological decline could
.alcohol fuels from sugar cane. Some
overwhelm us.
thing like 40 percent of all the steel
smelted in Brazil uses firewood from
Lester Brown Is President of Worldwatch
plantations of fast growing trees in
Institute, Project Director of State of the
World 1989, and Editor of the environ
the form of charcoal, and it’s now the
mental magazine World Watch. This
eighth largest steel producer in the
interview was conducted by Richard
world. If these two countries got real
Bartel, Editor of Challenge magazine.
ly serious and worked on efficiency at
the same time they’re working on
Barbara Kreft Is a native of West Ger
many and a visual artist. She Ilves in
developing more renewable energy
Minneapolis and teaches at MCAD. This
resources, they could virtually elimi
piece is entitled “The City at the ex
nate fossil fuels. Most of Brazil’s new
pense of other living matter.”
cars use alcohol fuel, and farm trac
tors also are being converted to
Connie Baker (Gilbert) is a designer and
regular contributor to the Clinton St.
alcohol.

Q

Q . Is there any movement toward
that end in the United States?

A.

Not very much. We're producing
maybe only half a billion gallons of
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The Day We Discovered We Were Black
It really wasn’t Jo^Jo’s fault. Honest
it wasn’t; i f I ’m lying I ’m flying.
That Francis Scott Key man started
the whole thing.
got gypped in fourth grade, on
the very first day of school. Mrs.
Loving was sus-sposed to be our
teacher and we’d been waiting for
years to be in her class because she
was the prettiest and nicest teacher
By D avida Kilgore • A rt by Seitu Jones • Design by Kim Klein
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in the whole school. Everybody
knows when you’re pretty you just
have to be nice, so you know what
ugly means. All the boys wanted to
marry Mrs. Loving and all us girls
wanted to look just like her, but by
8:05 th a t M onday m orning, we
learned that she had gone and
spoiled everything by using up oursummer having an old-bald-headed
baby.
Our principal Mrs. Strickland,
who we already didn’t like in the first
place, waddled into our classroom
w ith th is ...th is woman and an
nounced that she was going to be our
new teacher. Mrs. Strickland could
have warned us in advance, mailed
one of those yellow school bulletins
she was so good at making up and
safety-pinning to our coats at 3:30 so
we wouldn’t lose them on our way
home from school. At least then we
would’ve had the chance to change
schools or something. We would’ve
come back by fifth grade, honestly.
But we got sicked; what did I tell
you about ugly? Those two women

stood in Mrs. Loving’s place behind
the teacher’s desk at the front of the
room, the American flag hanging
down almost to the tops of their
heads, and they frowned at us be
cause we were rolling our eyes at
them.

e hadn’t learned to be pre
judiced or anything like
that yet. Shoot, the closest
some of us had ever come
in touching range of living, breathin
white people was the sales clerks
downtown and they didn’t count
because we didn’t know them person
ally. It wasn’t that this Miss Fleischhacker was white and had a funny
name that didn’t sound like nothing
we’d ever heard before. And shoot, it
wasn’t that she dressed so tacky,
wearing all those old long dresses
and shoes that curled up at the toes
like a troll’s or something’s. It was
just that she wasn’t Mrs. Loving and
we really, truly believed that Mrs.
Strickland had done this to us on pur
pose because she hadn’t ever liked
our class. W ell...so m e tim e s we
didn’t mind our Ps and Qs, but even
we didn’t deserve this. So after Mrs.

W

Strickland warned us to behave our
selves, and have a good year, she left
us alone w ith th is new teacher.
Uumph, good year my foot.
We all had to stand up, one at a
time, and tell her our names. We
wouldn’t ’ve had to do that if Mrs. Lov
ing had been our teacher, she knew
who we were. And you could tell this
teacher had been hipped to some of
us—me and Jo-Jo and a couple of
other kids, I won’t say their names—
by the way she looked at us when we
said who we were, like she was taking
Polaroids of us in her mind. I didn’t
like the way she looked at me when I
stood up, put my hands on my hips
and said, “ My name is Denise Rob
inson.”
This roll-call stuff took forever
because she kept looking at us all
cross-eyed, repeating our names
after we told her who we were like she
had a bad remembery or something.
We couldn’t forget her name. She
wrote it on the blackboard in big
chalky-white letters like we were
blind or something, “ My name is
MISS FLEISCHHACKER,” and told us
about 50 zillion times how to pro
nounce it. I kept thinking to myself it
was a shame for a kid to get hooked
with a name like that, and boy was I
glad I hadn’t had anything like that
happen to me.
The boys didn’t want to marry
her, and we girls surely didn’t want to
look like her:
MISS FLEISCHHACKER had yel
lowed hair, and yellowed teeth...with
halitosis; her eyes were watery blue
and she had a long pointy nose her
glasses used for a sliding board; she
didn’t have no shape at all, just a
bean pole. And after what she did to
Jo-Jo we wondered how long we’d be
in jail if we killed her. Here’s ’zactly
what happened—not on the first day
of school, this was later in the year—
and then you tell me who was wrong.
Our school has this thing called.
Morning Exercises. When the bell
screeches at 8:00 a.m., the twenty of
us slide out of our seats, place our
right hands over our hearts, say the
Pledge of Allegiance and then sing
The Star-Spangled Banner. And we’re
usually good little poll-parrots, too,
chirping the words in unison—that
means all together. Everything kids
do in school is in unison: singing, say
ing multiplication tables, not liking
substitute teachers, getting in trou
ble, everything. And that morning we
decided, in unison, to have some fun
with old MISS FLEISCHHACKER.
So when the bell rang and she told
us to take our places, we saluted the
fla g and c h a n te d : “ I p le d g e
allegiance, to the flag, of the United
States of America. And to the Repub
lic, for which it stands, One nation,
under God, invisible...”
“ S top!” said MISS FLEISCH
HACKER, ratta-tat-ting on Mrs. Lov
ing’s desk with the yardstick. “ The
correct word is indivisible.”
S hoot we knew th a t, even
though we weren’t real sure of what
indivisible meant. We were just hav
ing a little bit of fun. The fifth grade
kids told us they’d always had fun
with Mrs. Loving last year, but old
lady Fleischhacker wouldn’t know
fun if it was standing up on tip-toe
right in front of her face.
“ You will now start at the begin
ning, and recite the pledge properly
this time or you will keep reciting it
until you do say it correctly.”
So we did it differently this time:
“ I pledge allegiance, to the flag, of
the United States of America. And to
the Republic, for which it stands, one
nation, under God, IN-DI-VIS-A-BLE,
with liberty and justice for all.”

till 3:30, we backed down the third
time around and said it the way she
wanted us to. Not because we were
ascared of her or anything like that;
you may not like teachers, but you
weren’t ascared of them, even if your
school did allow Corporal Punish
ment. We just said it the right way the
third time because we figured if we
didn't, this crazy old woman was just
dumb enough to keep us standing up
and pledging allegiance all day long.
Some adults are like that you know,
they’ll hurt themselves just to get
back at you.
As soon as we got through with
liberty and justice for all, we made
th o s e c le a n in g -o u t-y o u r-th ro a t
noises so we could launch into The
Star-Spangled Banner. Oops, hold it, I
forgot to tell you something. There
were always two kids in charge of
Morning Exercises: one kid held the
flag and the other one directed the
singing. The director had to give us
our key, set the pitch if you wanta get
technical about it. I don’t know who
that Francis Scott Key was thinking
about when he wrote our national an
them, but he sure wasn’t thinking
about me.
I don’t think old Francis was
thinking about too many people at all
because if you don’t start singing
that song in a low enough key, by the
time you reach the “ Rockets’ red
glare,” you’re into some notes it
would take Grace Bumbry to reach. I
know because she gave a concert at
our school last year and I didn’t know
anybody could sing that high and still
stay on key.
We didn’t have any problems
singing Lift Every Voice and Sing. Mr.
Jam es W eldon Johnson m usta
meant for anybody to sing his song,
even little kids, because his notes
were low enough so you could reach
down in your guts and pull that song
up through your throat and out your
mouth like it was made for you.
Wasn’t no notes you could grab hold
of. But I guess Francis Scott Key
didn’t want just anybody singing his
song because he dangled his notes
so high that little kids, and some
adults, too, couldn’t get a hold on
them.
Anyway, up until fourth grade,
whoever directed had always had
enough sense to start us out on a real
low note so we weren’t squealing too
bad by the time the rockets took off.
But dumb old MISS FLEISCHHACK
ER, who was really pretty young to be
honest about it, I guess—she just
had some old ways about her—had
the director used a pitch-pipe and we
didn’t know how to blow it too well.
And that’s what happened that day.
We started out too high and our
voices cracked as we “ Proudly held.”
We didn’t have nowhere left to go
when the rockets took off. It was real
ly funny, you should’ve been there.
Some kids kept trying to sing, some
of us played charades with the words
—Mrs. Loving’s kids always played
charades on Friday afternoons—but
Jo-Jo started laughing. Real loud! At
least he was being honest about it
and not trying to fake the words. But
fourth grade teachers like MISS
FLEISCHHACKER don’t want hon
esty, they just want you to sing when
they tell you to. And Jo-Jo was crack
ing up.

somebody’s pitch and started sing
ing. Netta, the girl who had been hold
ing the flag, ran outta the classroom,
tripped down to the principal’s office
and sent the assistant principal, Mrs.
Warden, running down the hallway to
see what was happening. Netta was
too petrified-stiff to come back so
she laid down on a cot in the office
until her mother could take off work
and pick her up.

laughed so hard I caught the hiccups
and thought to myself, “ Shoot, the
most she can make us do is re-sing it
like she made us re-say the pledge.”
So I kept laughing and hiccuping. We
all kept laughing and MISS FLEISCH
HACKER kept beating on the desk.
She kept on beating on the desk,
harder and harder, and I really looked
at her for a change. I usually spent
most of my time doing my work, try
ing to ignore her. But when her face
started changing colors, I stopped
hiccuping right in the middle of a hie.
Something was cracking her friendlyteacher’s-mask into little tiny pieces,
and whatever it was, MISS FLEISCH
HACKER aimed it directly at Jo-Jo.
I got ascared then, just a little bit
though because the most she could
do was smack Jo-Jo on his open palm
five times with the yardstick and he
was used to getting corporally pun
ished. But all of a sudden the class
room was loud with quietness; every
body else had stopped laughing and
looked ascared too. All nineteen of us
just stood there and watched MISS
FLEISCHHACKER and Jo-Jo.
Poor old Jo-Jo has one of those
laughs that just has to die out on its

rs. W arden to o k MISS
FLEISCHHACKER by the
arm and pulled her into the
hallway. Didn’t nobody say
a word except Jo-Jo. He wasn’t crying
or anything, just standing there with
two rocket-red-glaring cheeks and
saying the “ B” word, over and over
and over.
And that’s when we divided the
world up into black people and white
people. All of our teachers had been
black until fourth grade, and when
ever they’d corporally punished us we
knew we were being paddled for our
own good. They’d always said it hurt
them more than it hurt us— I won
dered about that sometimes when I
was waiting for my hand to stop

M

This crazy old woman was ju st
dumb enough to keep us standing
up and pledging allegiance all
day long.

own, so I'm not real sure if he ever
saw her coming. But we did and
somebody tugged at his sleeve, try
ing to get him to shut up. He still
couldn’t stop laughing. Jo-Jo snorted
and honked right up until MISS
FLEISC H H AC KER slapped him
across the face and called him a
nigger.
I rubbed my cheek, that’s how
much I knew it hurt Jo-Jo. MISS
FLEISCHHACKER walked back to
Mrs. Loving’s desk and said, “ You will
now start from the beginning and
show respect for our national an
them. Ready...begin.”
It was just pitiful. Some kids
started crying; some kids tried to
sing. But Jo-Jo called her the “ b”
word! I know that was wrong but we’d
eavesdropped in on the big kids one
day and bitch rhymed with witch and
titty rhymed with kitty and a cherry
didn’t always go on top of a choco
late sundae, except we couldn’t
figure that one out until Jo-Jo snuck a
Playboy to school one day—and I’m
still not sure I get it. We knew Jo-Jo
had called her something bad but she
had no business slapping him like
that and calling him that word our
parents said you never call anybody,
even if you’re just playing.
I didn’t understand what was go
ing on. We’d always laughed when
ever we missed that note and all we
ever had to do before this woman
came to our school was re-sing it,
starting in a lower key. So she didn’t
have to. slap his face like that—the
C orporal P unishm ent R ulebook
didn’t say you could. I couldn’t wait to
get home and tell my parents all
about it. And just when I thought
o-Jo has one of those silly
e v e ryth in g was a ll over, MISS
laughs, like a spastic pig snort
FLEISCHHACKER walked back to Joing. And it was contagious, too,
Jo’s desk and back-handed him for
just like a sneeze orja yawn. We
calling her something I bet you any
started giggling in unison. MISS thing she was being.
FLEISCHHACKER ratta-tatted on
Some kids fell into their chairs.
Mrs. Loving’s desk again which
Some of us kept standing up and
meant we were supposed to shut up.
stared at her, crying. A few kids found
And normally we do. But that morn
ing, Jo-Jo just wouldn’t let us stop. I

J

stinging. They told us we were good
kids who sometimes did bad things,
but that they loved us. And they never
called us names, even if Netta was a
cry-baby and you-know-who was a
rubber-butt.
But MISS FLEISCHHACKER
was white, and she had called Jo-Jo a
nigger and slapped him in the face,
twice, just because she was mad at
him for laughing about something
funny. He wasn’t laughing at her or
anything she had said or done. Jo-Jo
had laughed because we sounded sil
ly trying to sing a song I don’t think
old Francis Scott Key meant for us to
sing in the first place or he would
have put the notes closer for us to
reach. Jo-Jo had laughed during a
Morning Exercise full of big words we
didn’t understand, like indivisible.
But we understood pain and em
barrassment and scarediness. And
a fte r our new-new fourth grade
teacher explained why we had Morn
ing Exercises and what the Pledge of
Allegiance really meant, we finally
understood that indivisible was like
singing in unison. So we decided, indivisibly, not to be too happy or laugh
at anything for the rest of the year,
even th o u g h MISS F L E IS C H 
HACKER never came back.
We had long talks with our par
ents. We talked to the school psychologicalist. And we still wondered
what people like MISS FLEISCH
HACKER would do, and could do to
us, if we ever did something they real
ly didn’t like.
Davida Kilgore is a Twin Cities writer
presently living in Paris.
Seitu Jones is a Twin Cities artist.
Kim Klein is a Twin Cities Art Director.
This story is part of a collection entitled
Last Summer and published by New
River Press.

ISS FLEISCHHACKER didn’t
like it any better that way
and since being a teacher
means she could do what
ever she wanted to do to us from 8:00

M
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And voices, voices
like nets cast out into thefeai.
— Laurie Sheck.
\

♦

By Kerry Hansen
Art by Stuart Mead
Design by Jezac

My last four primary patients are dead.
Working as a staff nurse on a Bone
Marrow Transplant Unit, I expect, the
statistics tell me, that a significant
portion of the people I meet will die
within weeks. Knowing this does not
mitigate the tragedy or dilute the
experience. The pain of loss is just as
intense each time. An emotional vortex
whirls around the patients’ struggle and it
pulls me in. I become part of their system
of hope. A hope for life that often
collapses under the overwhelming burden
that the transplant process places on their
body. I ask myself how much suffering
can I witness and still believe in what we
do her el If it was only suffering I
witnessed it would be easy to quit and
condemn the whole process. But there is
an abundance of courage and love here
too. There is much to be learned from the
way these people live the end of their
lives. What I am left with is the
memories, the stories of the lives I
became a small part of.
28
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I remember how Jane talked
about her Corvette. It made your skin
tingle the way she described it. The
interior wasn’t just a leather, but a
“ lush, deep leather that you could
sink into.” She didn’t merely drive
fast, but “ with the top down in fourth
gear, you slip into a glide where the
force of air numbs your face.” It made
me giggle to hear talk like that
because I had never had that degree
of feeling for a machine. The desire to
drive that car again was so strong
that she attempted bribing a physi
cian for a pass that would allow her
to leave and take it for a spin. I
remember the words, her blue eyes,
and her voice.

The Beginning
A 23-year-old woman died July 4,1988
from complications related to her
bone marrow transplant. She was
hospitalized for 180 days prior to her
death. The course of her transplant
transformed her from a young, beau
tiful woman, vivacious and full of life,
to a barely recognizable, severely de
cayed human form. When I first met
Jane in her pre-transplant confer
ence, her appearance held no hint
that she was dying of leukemia. No
evidence in her flashy smile or her
loud laugh that six months later she
would be dead. I saw a five-foot-six-

inch woman dressed in a colorful cur
rent style that showed off her figure.
She could have been a model straight
from the pages of Vogue. But what I
remember most from that in itial
meeting was not her physical attrac
tiveness, but her voice. It was strong
and assertive. She made simple dec
larative statements all through the
conference. “ I’m going to beat this
cancer once and for all.” “ I want to
live a long full life, that’s why I’m
here.”
Jane convinced me that her
transplant would be a success, and I
decided to become one of her primary
nurses. A primary nurse writes a plan
of care, administers medications,
delivers the patient for treatments,
keeps track of vital signs, measures
and marks down everything that goes
into or out of the body. I spent hun
dreds of hours caring for Jane and
witnessing the process of her dying
and death. Having worked in inten
sive care areas of hospitals for many
years, this was not a unique experi
ence. So when I found myself often
thinking about Jane’s dying and
death months after I attended her
funeral, I was troubled. I wondered if
it was a stress-related phenomenon
that would pass in time. I took a vaca
tion to put greater distance between
myself and the events. But Jane’s
story kept repeating itself in my mind.
Whole scenes would play back. I
would watch myself go into her room
and begin changing IV lines and hear
us talking again.
“ How come you’re late with my
medicine, ding-dong?” she says in an
insinuating voice.
“ Hey, listen, sister, it’s not my
fault you needed platelets,” I shoot
back.
“ I’m not your sister and I’m
damned tired of your excuses,” Jane
says, smiling.
“ So, fire me!”
“ Oh Jesus, I’ll give you one more
chance.”

Most of the conversation in that
room had the lightness and flavor of
an exchange between friends at a
local bar. It felt good after the somber
tone of most hospital rooms. I would
invent reasons to spend time in her
room. It was a refuge. It wasn’t that
Jane didn’t take her illness seriously,
it’s just that she decided not to
choose sadness.
Working in an area with high
mortality rate, I try to keep some per
spective. Somewhere between 30 and
60 percent of the people who come to
this unit for bone marrow transplant
(BMT) will die. They come here in
hopes of recapturing the life that
their disease is taking away bit by bit.
Some of them arrive with almost no
physical resources remaining. Clarrisa is five-foot-eight and weighs one
hundred pounds. Her pale skin is
stretched over a stick frame that
could snap and break to pieces any
minute. She moves slowly, as if she
were conserving energy needed else
where. Others arrive looking healthy,
smiling as if arriving at a vacation
spa. John, for instance, is 40 but ap
pears 30, with muscular build and
ruggedly handsome face. He walks
quickly across the room in short, ner
vous steps. “ I'm ready for this. I feel
great and I want to have this trans
plant done while I’m strong.”
There is no way of predicting
where these individual lives will fit
into the statistics or how they might
change them. Each time a patient ar
rives there is a conference at which
the doctor, along with a nurse and
social worker, explain the BMT proc
ess in detail to the patient and family.
All the possible complications are
reviewed. They discuss problems
caused by the chemotherapy and
radiation, the transplanted marrow
rejecting the host body, and the
c o m p lic a tio n o f in fe c tio n s . No
secrets are kept. But no one can
answer their most basic question:
“ Will I survive this?” We are educated
bookies giving odds in medical and
statistical terms. It is as close as we
can come to informed consent.
Jane did not hesitate in signing

the consent forms. The papers repre
sented her hope; they made a future
seem possible. Undertaking the
transplant was attacking the leu
kemia directly. There was no doubt in
her voice on the night before trans
plant. “ I’m a doer, not a talker,” she
said.
Jane’s im m ediate fa m ily re
spected her decision and promised to
be there with her. As they decorated
her room with posters of handsome
men and organized Jane’s other be
longings, they made contingency
plans for the next few weeks. Jane
would never be alone unless she re
quested it; family members were as
signed various shifts during the day.
It was obvious how involved they all
wanted to be.
Here is how health literature
defines the process:
B M T is an experimental therapy
used principally for the treat
ment of bone marrow malignan
cies (i.e. leukemia and aplastic
anemia) and solid tumor malig
nancies (i.e. breast and lung can
cer). An allogenic bone marrow
transplant involves the removal
of bone marrow from a healthy
donor, with the infusion of this
marrow into a recipient who has
received super-lethal doses of
chemotherapy and total body
irradiation (1,000 rads). Follow
ing marrow infusion, there is a
2-to 6-week period before the
donor’s marrow grafts can begin
functioning. During this period,
the patient is at great risk for life
threatening infections and bleed
ing, which require antibiotic
therapy and blood product sup
port until the marrow begins to
function. After engraftment, the
patient may develop graft-versushost disease (graft rejection). Re
jection of the graft can lead to
mild to severe post transplanta
tion com plications, including
death. Mortality among trans
plant recipients is primarily due
to graft-versus-host disease,
infections, and recurrence of the
original disease. (Bridget Carney,

"B o n e M arrow T ran splant—
Nurse and Physicians' Percep
tions of Informed C onsent,"
Cancer Nursing, October 1987.)

Accurate though the definition
is, it does not begin to explain BMT.
To get the full story, one needs to
know about individual cases, about
human courage and perseverance.
And about pain. But how to explain
it?
W hatever pain a ch iev e s, it
achieves in part through its unsharability, and it ensures this
unsharability through its resist
ance to language. Physical pain
does not simply resist language,
but actively destroys it, bringing
about an immediate reversion to
a state anterior to language, to
the sounds and cries a human be
ing makes before language is
learned. (Elaine Scarry, The Body
in Pain, 1985 Oxford University
Press, New York).

What is it that I should have told
Jane before she began the transplant
process? Should I have given graphic
descriptions of the suffering of other
patients, complete with gruesome
photos, to try and scare her away? To
be fair, would I need to balance this
with testimonials from patients who
are home and doing well? She had
been given an honest appraisal of her
chances and been told about the
problems inherent in the process and
potential complications. The doctor
had used the words pain and discom
fort many times, but what did Jane
think when she heard them? Accord
ing to Scarry, the problem is that,
“ physical pain— unlike any other
state of consciousness— has no
referential context. It is not of or for
anything. It is precisely because it
takes no object that it, more than any
other phenomenon, resists objectifi
cation in language.” I doubt whether
anything I could have said the night
before could have dissuaded Jane,
but I will always wonder if she knew
enough and understood.

The Process
The first step in the pre-transplant
p re p a ra tio n , the chem otherapy,
began the next m orning. Called
induction, this is the point of no
return. Jane’s spirits remained high
despite the violent nausea that
accompanied her chemotherapy. The
cytotoxic drug punished her every at
tempt to eat. “ This is one hell of a
weight reduction diet you got me on
pal, quite effective," she told me look
ing up from an emesis basin full of
half digested food, “ but I wouldn’t
recommend it to anyone.”
“ Want me to sell your stock in
Haagen Dazs ice cream yet?”
“ No way!” she said. “ When I get
thin with this chemo you better tell
your broker to buy you some stock be
cause their sales volume will double.”
With the onset of side effects,
her thinking turned to deeper topics.
Jane wanted the people around her to
know her serious side and under
stand that she realized the danger of
her situation. During a quiet moment
alone she took my hand and looked in
my eyes. “Are you afraid of dying?”
she asked.
I wanted to be strong. I wanted
to answer no, but I knew she would
see I was lying. “ Yes, I’m afraid.”
“ Me too,” she said. “ I guess
you’re in love with this life too.”
We immediately changed topics,
but this short exchange broke down
any inhibitions she had about talking
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It wasn’t
that Jane
didn’t take
her illness
F seriously,
i t ’s just that
she decided ■
not to choose
sadness.
with me. From then on Jane often
spoke her thoughts and asked me
many questions. It was as if she
thought she could talk her way out of
that room. Future plans became an
important topic. Jane told me about a
trip she would take to a secluded
cabin up north to restore her emotion
al and physical health. She described
the two-rut road leading to the brown
A-frame cabin that needed painting;
the surrounding woods rich in flow
ers and wildlife. “ You can always gain
strength from a place like that,” she
assured me. This adventure was to be
fol lowed by a vacation to the beaches
of Hawaii with her boyfriend. After
that maybe some family life, adopt a
couple of kids. The excitement and
enthusiasm in her voice made it all
possible. There was no doubt it would
happen just that way.
Total body radiation, the second
phase of her induction, brought on
severe diarrhea. The combination of
nausea, vomiting and diarrhea began
to take its toll and her temper began
to flare. Jane verbally lashed out at
everybody and everything. None of
us— doctors, nurses or fa m ily —
could do anything right. Mucositis
dug deep holes in the epithelial lining
of her mouth. The pain became so in
tense that Jane had to give up talking
and then even whispering. A mor
phine IV had to be initiated to control
the pain. But words were still impor
tant to her. She would write on a piece
of paper “ Talk to me.” I would ramble
on about my daily routines, what re
cent mischief my six-year-old had
been up to, or my misadventures on
the softball field. Any subject at all
earned a smile. These stories were
her connection to the healthy outside
world she so desired. They were an
tidotes, a type of fix that helped keep
alive her hope of leaving this room.
The day of transplant came and
Jane received her sister’s marrow.
One factor in her favor was that the
two were an excellent genetic match.
After eight days of watching Jane’s
body and health deteriorate because
of the treatments, it was a tremen
dous relief to do something positive.
With her sister’s marrow cells in her
body, Jane had the potential to live a
long life, free of leukemia. This was
cause for celebration and Jane, with
her family, took advantage of this.
There was music, dancing, and all
kinds of expressions of joy. Despite
the pain from the mucositis, Jane
talked a lot that day. The two sisters
joked and laughed about their new at
tachment. Jane would now love ten
nis and classical music. “ You’ll be
much shyer now,” Jane’s sister
assured her. Jane called it “ my first
big step toward the door out of here.”
The period between induction
and the point at which the new mar
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row would begin to produce adequate
white cells is the most dangerous
time. The medical procedure has
totally shut down a critical body
system, and it will take two to three
weeks for the new marrow to restore
m inim al im m unological function.
This is when lethal complications oc
cur most frequently. One man, a year
after his transplant, described this
period as a “ living hell, a time of pain,
fear, and confusion.” There was a
woman who let out a loud scream
when she woke up to see an unmask
ed face in her room spreading what
she thought would be deadly organ
ism s. “ You’ re k illin g m e !” she
shouted. The patient’s vulnerability is
terrifying. We all go from hour to hour,
looking hard for any indication of
change. I see people holding their
breath waiting for you to tell them
what their temperature is. Any fever,
cough, rash, weight gain, or chill is
cause for serious concern.
Jane had a fever on the third day
after transplant and the search for a
cause was on. None of the cultures
identified a possible pathogen. After
a barrage of inconclusive diagnostic
tests, she was placed on three anti
biotics and amphotericin B, an anti
fungal agent. We had no specific
target, so we had to use a shotgun ap
proach. Jane reacted to amphotericin
B with violent chills, literally bounc
ing off the bed. The morphine that
controlled the mouth pain, along with
the Demerol needed to control the
chills, and the antiemetic to allay the
nausea, had her living in a chemical
fog. Time and place became all jum
bled. As Jane’s dependency and con
fusion increased, she struggled to

it has the feel of a miracle. Within a
few days Jane’s mouth had healed
significantly. Her fever had relin
quished its hold on her body and she
could talk again. The most popular
word became discharge and Jane
began to take seriously the prospect
of leaving the hospital. In a few days
she would leave the bone marrow
transplant unit for a step-down unit
for further recovery. If all went well,
Jane would go home in a couple
weeks. I imagined her future plans
com ing true. I saw her w alking
through secluded pines with her hair
tied up in a red checkered scarf, her
dog, whose picture hung all over her
room, running circles around her to
celebrate their being together again. I
saw her laying in a bikini on a white
sandy beach.
When the day of transfer came, I
had an enormous sense of relief and
joy. Despite the fact that Jane’s
course was complicated by graft vs.
host disease, it looked as though she
would survive. As she was packing
she said, “ We’ll have lunch once I
make it all the way out of here,
another chance to talk everything
over.” I took that invitation as a
promise.
Weeks after the transfer she was
still in the hospital. The graft vs. host
disease, the new marrow turning
against an unfamiliar landscape, was
raging. My visits became short and
few; I was clinging to the idea that
she was a survivor and more time in
her room might have convinced me I
was wrong. There were rumors, just
before I had a few days off, that Jane
was making progress again. I smiled
and still counted her a winner.

The Ending
It was Monday, the Fourth of July, at
11:40 a.m. that Jane was pronounced
dead. When Berry called earlier that
morning I knew from the slowness
and deep tone of his voice that some
thing was terribly wrong. I had work
ed with him long enough to know
what kind of event did that to his
voice. “ Jane is dying in MICU, she
had a respiratory arrest and the deci
sion has been made to shut off the
vasopressors,” he said. “And the
family asked for you.” I said nothing,

“This is one hell of a weight
reduction diet you got m e on
pal.”

You could feel the pain when you
walked into the room. You could see
how it distorted the shapes of the
people, their bodies bent over and
their faces wrinkled with it. When
Mary, Jane’s mother, looked up and
saw me, she said my name and reach
ed toward me. I took her hand and felt
the pain even more.

How much
more pain
could this
room stand
■without
exploding!
“ I’m so sorry, it’s not supposed
to end this way” was all the consola
tion I could manage.
“ It’s hard to believe, it’s a night
mare, but I can’t wake up.”
“ Is there anything I can do?”
“ No, I don’t know, we’re stop
ping some of the medicines.”
“ I know.”
“ Is this the right thing, am I do
ing the right thing?”
“ You know that she wouldn’t
want to prolong the suffering when
there was no hope of surviving.”
“ She told me that many times,
let me go. Mom, when it’s time.”
“ Then you’re doing what Jane
would want. The doctors give her no
chance of survival.”
“ It just hurts so much to see her
this way.”
Then the tears came again.
W hen th e v a s o p re s s o rs were
stopped, her blood pressure de
creased to almost nothing. The venti
lator would keep her body going a lit
tle while longer. Minutes possibly,
maybe hours. How much more pain
could this room stand without ex
ploding? The nurse from the MICU
stopped coming in the room now that
I was there. Jane’s sister leaned
toward me and whispered, “ Jane’s
not here anymore.”
In a certain sense she was right.
Not one of the physical features of
that body in the bed resembled that
of the attractive 23-year-old woman
who came to the hospital for a trans
plant. The bald, swollen head was
dark red; dried blood covered the lips
and filled the mouth. There comes a
point when you want to turn your
head, avert your eyes. How do you let
someone die with dignity when her
body is literally falling to pieces?
Often you lose the person before the
body—supported by medicines, ven
tilators and pumps—is gone.

The difference between
the spirit and flesh
is finite, and slowly
transgressable....
—Charles Wright

keep herself together. “ I’m still here
and I’m still me,” she reminded us
several times. At this point, Jane had
lost her hair, her smooth, soft skin
was severely disfigured by a rash that
extended from head to toe, and a
buildup of fluid made her puffy. Her
eyes were dull and tired. I would look
at her pre-transplant picture outside
her door and wonder who that was.
Then, 16 days after the trans
plant, the white cell count returned.
Even though it’s supposed to happen,

just stood there with the receiver in
my hand shaking my head no. After a
minute Berry said, “ It’s your choice
about coming in or not.”
The 10-minute drive to the hospi
tal was not long enough to prepare
myself for Jane’s new room. There
wouldn’t be any equipment that I
hadn’t seen before, no tube invading
her body that I hadn’t witnessed in
others, but when I walked down the
hall my stomach was queasy and I
was shaking.

In 40 m in u te s Jane’ s body
caught up with her soul. When the
equipment is shut off, the silence is
overwhelm ing. I wanted to hear
Jane’s voice again.
t

Epilogue
In the Bone Marrow Transplant Unit,
mortality is shoved in your face. You
see bodies wrapped in sheets on their
way to the morgue. You feel it in cer
tain rooms where the patient is only
marginally alive, where life is mea
sured in days to minutes. Grief, etched
on the faces of family members, gives
a clear message: There is no escape
from mortality here, not for anyone.
People come here healthy—Jane’s
leukemia was in remission —and
leave on a cart to the morgue. You feel
angry, but at what and at who? I am
angry at Jane for dying, at the doctors
for failing to save her, at her family for
supporting her decision. I am angry at
myself. Why didn’t I try to dissuade
her? None of this anger is logical or
even reasonable. It is the rage you feel
against the unjust nature of life and
the malicious ways of death. There is
no justice in so much suffering and
struggle ending in a horrific death.
It is hard to live with this rage and
frustration. That is why thousands of
hospital nursing positions in this
country remain vacant. You read about
poor salaries, limited opportunity for
advancement, and terrible hours, but
important though these issues may
be, they are only the surface. Look
below and you will find anger.
A fundamental paradox of medi
cal knowledge is that it is both a bless
ing and a curse. This knowledge and
its attendant technology saves and re
stores lives. It also prolongs suffering
and distorts dying into something
unnaturally brutal and cruel. A poem
by e.e. cummings illuminates this dif
ference.
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No one chooses to die a painful,
brutal death attached to machines as
their body falls to pieces. The limits
of our knowledge do not allow us to
eliminate this horror, but you have to
remember: we err in favor of life.
What we are doing is acting on hope.
Jane hoped her BMT would cure her
leukem ia. However grim , BMT’s
potential of a cure outweighed wait
ing for the leukemia to carry out its
death sentence.
We take calculated risks and try
to find ways to live with the conse
quences.

Kerry Hansen is a writer and registered
nurse currently working in the Twin
Cities.

cause dying is
perfectly natural,-perfectly
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Stuart Mead is a frequent contributor to
the CSQ. Through Dec. 16th he is show
ing paintings with Dean Luckers’ sculp
ture at the Rifle Sport Gallery.
Jezac is a typesetting/design firm
in Minneapolis that has been with the
Minneapolis edition of CSQ since its
introduction in the Spring of 1988.
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A P L A C E F O R WRITERS
Minnesota is home to the Loft, one of
the nation’s largest literary centers. The
Loft is a place where writers gather to
discuss their craft, present their art to an
audience, and forge connections to the
larger literary and publishing world. It
is also a place where readers come to
experience, first hand, the latest and
best in contemporary writing.
The Loft offers over 40 creative writing
classes each quarter, writer’s competi
tions and grants, readings by nationally
and locally prominent authors, chil
dren’s storytelling, writer’s groups, and
a broad variety of referral and support
services for area writers.
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Your $10 subscription is a contribution
that allows us to bring you and other
Twin Citians the best in cutting-edge
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ensures that you’ll receive every issue,
no matter how quickly they disappear
from the newsstand. Your $10
subscription also allows CSQ to
reach 20 other Minnesotans with
viewpoints on culture and politics that
they will be exposed to no where else.
Thank you for your support.
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